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        To young Robbie — a hero of a boy who always gave life his best and shared light with all who knew him.
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      Beck Granger

      Beck Granger is just fourteen but knows more about the art of survival than most adults learn in a lifetime. As a small child, he picked up many traditional survival skills from the remote tribes around the world that his parents stayed with in their work for Green Force. Since then he has practiced and polished his abilities in tropical jungles, arid deserts and frozen wastes all over the globe. One day he intends to follow his parents in to Green Force.

      Jonas Eriksson

      Fourteen-year-old Jonas hails from the Swedish port of Gothenburg, where his father is a senior official in the Customs agency, but being city-born and bred hasn’t stopped him becoming a self-taught expert on Swedish wildlife. Even though the one thing he loves more than the Swedish wilderness is a good meal and a warm bed, like Beck he is determined to work one day for Green Force, taking direct environmental action in the parts of the world where it is needed.
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      The growling of diesel engines cut through the icy air, so Beck Granger heard the convoy before he saw it, a bass throb rising above the gentle shush of his skis.

      The road had a light covering of unbroken snow from the season’s first fall the previous night, making it a white slash through the dark conifer forest. No traffic had used it since then, so Beck and his new friend Jonas had been taking advantage of its smooth run. Further ahead, the road bent and disappeared into a cutting that had been blasted out of the rock. That was where the convoy now appeared. A bus, then another, then another, trundling along in single file.

      Beck quickly aimed his skis off the road and braked to a halt on the verge with a swoosh of his skis, as he skidded them parallel. Jonas Eriksson drew up beside him. Beneath the winter clothing, Jonas was a Swedish boy the same age as Beck, blond and a little chubby in contrast to Beck’s dark hair and wiry frame, and they had got on immediately when they met. Like most young Swedes, he spoke English almost perfectly, while Beck could only manage a few words of Swedish.

      The wheels of the convoy carved out dark ruts in the fresh snow and threw up sprays of dirty ice on either side, so that Beck and Jonas flinched away as the buses rolled past them.

      Beck dared a glance up. He had a brief impression of misted windows and wrapped, muffled figures in the warm interior. As far as he could see, every bus was full, every seat taken. There had to be well over a hundred people, of all ages and sizes, being transported.

      They watched the buses disappear around the next bend until they were all hidden by the close-packed conifers. Above and beyond them rose the snow-capped, sheer, craggy western face of Mount Storkittel — all two and a half thousand metres of it.

      Silence returned very quickly, apart from the far-off, far-up cry of an eagle circling the upper crags of Storkittel. Down at ground level the ubiquitous spruce trees soaked up the sound and there was nothing else — no cars, no people — to make any noise. From horizon to horizon, apart from the road and the telegraph wires that ran along it, there was nothing here in the far north of Sweden. This was big sky country: 200 kilometres north of the Arctic Circle. The horizons were far apart and the sky was a massive grey dome above them, punctured by the mountain.

      “They must be heading for the lodge,” Beck commented. “Funny — I thought the season was over.”

      The only place to stay for miles around was Storkittel Fjällstation, the hiking lodge at the base of the mountain. During the spring and the summer, people came here to hike around the gently rolling pine forests and lakes, and at the height of the season the lodge could take two hundred guests. Now it was that in-between time when autumn was over and winter was not quite beginning. No one came to Storkittel to ski for fun — it was too steep on one side, and dominated by a massive glacier on the other — so until next spring the lodge would be almost empty apart from a skeleton staff, and the Green Force office where Beck and Jonas were interning.

      Jonas shivered, though like Beck, he was bulked out in an insulated jacket and trousers, winterproof and waterproof, over a couple of layers of normal clothes beneath, and he wore a peaked, army-style cap with flaps pulled down over his ears. He came from Gothenburg, Sweden’s second city, a long way to the South, but he had told Beck he had spent every summer of his life up here. So he was no stranger to Swedish winters or the Swedish wilderness — but the Swedish wilderness in the winter was a whole different game to the idyllic summers.

      “And the lodge is where I would like to be, so shall we move?” he suggested.

      “Sure,” Beck said with a grin. “Come on.”

      They turned off the road and dug in with their poles, sending themselves gliding on their way into the forest.

      The real snowfall, which would coat the countryside in snow that was metres deep and which would last for months, had yet to set in. The road behind them was lined with orange snow poles two metres high, which told Beck exactly how much snow the Swedes were expecting. The last night’s snow had just been a preliminary taster of what was to come, and it would probably all be gone in another day, but there was enough of it now for the boys to have broken out the skis.

      Fir trees whizzed by as they glided over the rough terrain, up and down hill. This was cross-country skiing, the kind people did for work, not sport. It used all kinds of different muscles in the legs but Beck loved it, almost as much as the conventional, downhill kind. Their skis had strips of short hair-like strands strapped on beneath them. When the skis moved forward, the hairs were brushed smooth and the skis glided freely. If the skis tried to move backwards, friction dragged the hairs upright so that they dug into the snow and the ski stopped. It made it possible to walk yourself up slopes with long, sliding steps and then ski down the other side without a break.

      Even when the ground was snow-free, like a lot of it was in the shelter of the trees, with just patches of snow between the pine needles and moss, you could slide your way forward over it. It felt like the most natural way of moving there was, and Beck had missed it. He had got the taste for it as a kid, when he and his parents had stayed in a Sami village in the north of Finland as part of their work for the environmental direct action group Green Force. He had never really had the chance to get back into it.

      That was one reason why, when his Uncle Al offered him a choice of Green Force offices around the world for his work placement, he had chosen this one. Beck had always declared that he wanted to work for Green Force — and one day he had every intention of doing it full-time. This first step brought him to the remote north — but what he was about to experience here would stay with him forever.
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      The boys knew the route by heart, having done this several times already that week. Ten minutes later they were in a clearing among the conifers, where a wooden box the size of a large suitcase with slatted sides stood on a tripod as tall as their heads.

      Jonas unlatched one of the sides and swung it open to reveal a bank of measuring instruments that recorded every available bit of data about the local environment. Beck dug a tablet out of his thick weatherproof coat and slotted it into a data port inside the box. It took a few moments for the data to transfer from the monitoring station — just one node in the vast net Green Force had thrown around the environmentally sensitive Arctic Circle. In addition, as part of their training, the boys were expected to record their own observations in paper notebooks: any signs of animals, the approximate number of birds they could hear, weather conditions at the time of the recording, and anything else that struck them.

      Jonas bent his head over his notebook and wrote the date. Then he looked around him with an air of studied detachment as though he was weighing up all the possibilities in his head.

      “Cold,” he said, and wrote the word carefully down in Swedish. Kall.

      “You say that every day,” Beck laughed.

      “Still true.”

      Then he cocked an ear at a distant bird sound. It sounded to Beck like the sound someone might make falling off a cliff — a sudden burst of crying out that quickly faded to silence.

      “Buzzard,” he said, and made a note of that too. “Rough-legged.”

      It was always when Beck was thinking Jonas would always be a city boy, that he did something like that — not just identifying a bird from a snatched half-second cry, but the type of bird too. Raptors — birds of prey — seemed to be his speciality.

      When he had first mentioned his interest in raptors, Beck had thought he was talking about dinosaurs, before realising that ‘raptor’ just meant ‘hunter’.

      “Probably looking for food,” Beck commented.

      “I know the feeling,” Jonas said pointedly. “Snow on the ground, harsh environment, prey animals forced out into the open — and the hunters come out after them.”

      “‘Nature, red in tooth and claw’,” Beck quoted. He had read that line in a poem at school for English.

      “Nature-ally,” Jonas replied, with a shy, sideways smile, showing a pride in his bad English joke. He latched the box back up and they started to move on to the next station, half a mile away.

      Doing the rounds of all the stations was a job they had done every day of their placement, and it normally took most of the afternoon. With the skis, Beck expected it could be done in a couple of hours — which was just as well, he thought, looking up at the sky through the trees. The clouds were a very thick, dark grey, poised to drop something heavy on them.

      The weather struck on the last station. Icy rain began to fall as they made their way through the trees, and Beck was glad to be able to pull his hood up over his head and around his face. By the time they reached the clearing of the last station, it was coming down heavily — a very thick kind of sleet, somewhere between water and ice that swirled in the air and numbed any bare skin that it touched immediately.

      Jonas wrote down, mycket kall.

      “Very cold,” he said.

      “And wet,” Beck pointed out.

      “Visst,” Jonas agreed, which Beck had worked out meant ‘certainly’ or ‘right’. “Come on. There's a hot meal in the canteen calling me to eat it.”

      It was easiest to go in single file through the trees, and Jonas took the lead. Beck had soon learnt that it took a lot to hold Jonas back when he had the promise of being warm, dry and fed ahead of him. And Beck couldn’t really argue. There had been many times in his life when he hadn’t been any of those things.

      They always took care to be back in daylight, and they had been this way every day on foot for a week. So Beck wasn’t too worried that the thick ice clouds were making it prematurely dark, and he could only see a few metres through the trees. Jonas knew the way as well as he did.

      But he was taken by surprise when Jonas suddenly skidded to a halt, and Beck had to twist his body and skid sideways to stop running into him.

      “What’s up?” he asked peering past his friend.

      The track ran into a tangle of branches and shrubs that blocked their way. That wasn’t the problem. They could easily push their way through with a bit of effort.

      The problem was that Beck had never seen it before. It wasn’t something that had happened in the last twenty-four hours, since they had last done the rounds — the tangle would obviously have taken some time to grow. With a sinking feeling, Beck realised they had gone the wrong way.

      Jonas turned worried eyes on him.

      “I, uh, might have missed our turning. It must be back down the route somewhere. I’m sorry.”

      “Hey, no worries.” Beck didn’t know Jonas well enough yet to guess how well he would react to the unexpected, and he didn’t want his friend flipping out. He acted quickly to soothe the rising fear. “We’ll just retrace our steps. Come on.”

      It wasn’t hard to turn 180 degrees and head back the way they had come, this time with Beck leading.

      But five minutes later, Beck had to call a halt. And now he was the one feeling worried. The swirling ice-rain still filled the air and it had obliterated their tracks. All the ways through the trees looked the same.

      “Even if we missed the turn again, we should be back at the monitoring station by now.” Jonas said what Beck was thinking.

      “Uh-huh.”

      Beck rolled back his sleeve to show his watch. He angled the watch face up at the sky and turned slowly, looking for the sun. Even if he couldn’t see it — even if there was just a slightly lighter patch in the sky above — he would be able to work out which way was north, and that would help them navigate back to the lodge.

      But there was no sign of the sun either.

      With night coming on, and the temperature heading rapidly into the minuses, they were well and truly lost in the woods.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      “We… we need to keep calm…” Jonas’s voice shook but he was obviously trying to keep it level. “If we go in a straight line, we are bound to get somewhere. We will come to the road — or another monitoring station — or…”

      “Or miss them all and head in a straight line all the way to the North Pole,” Beck said flatly. “We can be more scientific than that.”

      Jonas craned his neck up, trying to see through the trees.

      “If we could see Storkittel, we would know where we are immediately.”

      Beck glanced up at the swirling mass of flying ice. Not a chance. But at least Jonas was thinking along the right lines. If you couldn’t rely on your senses, you had to let nature provide the navigational cues.

      “Maybe we can’t see it, but the wind can. Wind gets stronger when it hits obstacles like cliffs, so if you feel it getting stronger, you know you’re getting near to something — what are you doing?”

      Jonas had pulled his hat off and stood there with his eyes closed, angling his head slowly from side to side. His head was now bare, and even though he shivered and winced as ice settled into his blond hair, he was obviously trying hard.

      “I… can feel the wind, I just can’t sense the direction…” he confessed. “I’m too numb — and it seems to coming from every direction.”

      Beck bit back a laugh. It wouldn’t be kind.

      “Put your hat on. There’s other ways.” Jonas gratefully complied and Beck turned in a slow circle, gazing at the trees. He studied them hard, eyes narrowed, slowly reaching a conclusion. “I’d say the ice is thicker on this side, wouldn’t you?”

      He gestured with his ski pole. The ice storm hadn’t been going for that long yet and not much of it had settled on the trees — but they all had a faint covering, white specks piling onto the dark green needles, and Beck was sure he could see a difference on one side of the nearest tree, compared to the other. And when he looked at other trees, he saw the same thing.

      “I think so…” Jonas said hesitantly.

      “And it does that on the windward side. Moisture in the air hits a solid object and turns to ice. Works on trees, rocks — heck, it would work on us if we stood still long enough. So, the wind’s blowing from this direction.” Beck closed his eyes and tried to remember the weather report that had been playing on the big screen in reception back at the lodge — animated arrows and icicles drifting across the screen. “And the wind today comes in from the East,” he said, “so this way is where east is. We went south off the road, so now we need to head north.” He pointed to the left. “This way. Come on.”

      He dug in with his poles and set off. Jonas was quick to follow him.

      Five minutes later, they were back at the road. The tyre marks left by the buses were slowly filling in.

      “We were heading due east,” Jonas marvelled. “We would have gone all the way to Riksliden — that’s about fifty kilometres. Boy, we would have got hungry!”

      “You know,” Beck laughed, “I think I can smell that meal too now. Let’s go get it.”

      

      Twilight was settling in as they returned to the lodge, which was actually a complex of buildings set into a hollow of the gentle slope that led up towards the sheer heights of Storkittel. The lights twinkled in a way that made the boys feel several degrees warmer just by being there. The ice storm had blown out and they could cruise lazily down the approach track, skidding to a halt by the steps that led up to the main building which was heaving; the buses they had seen earlier, all dark and empty now, were pulled up in the parking area and all the passengers — men, women, children, all talking loudly — seemed to be crammed into the reception area.

      They took their skis off and pushed their way through the doors. A man bearing a clipboard bore down on them, and then saw from the skis and the clothing that they belonged here.

      “We are from Green Force,” Jonas said — in Swedish, but it sounded so much like the English equivalent that even Beck could understand it. He carried on talking, so rapidly that Beck had no chance of following it, and the man nodded and shrugged. He pointed at the crowd thronging around the front desk, saying something in return. They chatted a bit longer, and then they were allowed to push through the crowd to the stairs that led to the locker room where they could dump their skis and outdoor gear.

      “He said they’re refugees,” Jonas translated. “From the Middle East.”

      “Really?” Beck looked back in surprise, just before the doors swung shut and cut reception off from view. “They’ve come a long way.”

      “Hey, you know Sweden has to find accommodation for nearly 170,000 asylum seekers? That’s about the same as the population of Uppsala, which is our fourth largest city. So we’re running out of room for them and the Swedish Migration Agency has struck a deal with empty resorts like this one.”

      Beck whistled. He had known there was a migration crisis all over Europe but figures like that put it into real perspective. What must it be like for these people? How desperate did they have to be; what had they gone through that they had to throw away everything they had back home, travel in fear and desperation to north of the Arctic Circle, and actually feel that things had improved for them?

      The Green Force office was in a room at one end of the admin wing of the lodge. It didn’t look much — a handful of desks and workstations, and maps stuck up around the walls, but Beck knew their work was crucial. Only their supervisor Anna-Britt, a cheerful Swedish woman in her thirties, was in the office. She looked up from her keyboard with a big smile.

      “Jonas and Beck! Just in time! All sorts of jobs are piling up.”

      “Yeah? Well, we were just going to upload the data and then head for the canteen—” Jonas began.

      “None of the permanent residents can eat before seven p.m. today,” Anna-Britt said casually, going back to her screen, and Beck had to stifle a laugh. Jonas looked like she had just told him his pet kitten was dead.

      “B-but that’s hours!” he protested.

      “Two hours,” Anna-Britt corrected. Beck had gone hungry for longer than that before, so with quiet resignation he sat at his own workstation and logged in.

      “You saw all the new guests, yes?” Anna-Britt asked them. “They need to eat first and the kitchen is overstretched. Come on, Jonas, you can hold out a little. Beck, the CO2 distribution charts need to be updated with the latest figures. Jonas, you upload today’s data and then start the analysis.”

      “They sure must be hungry to be hungrier than me…” Jonas muttered, and he plonked himself down in front of his own screen. The boys got to work, Jonas still grumbling under his breath.

      Beck tapped away at the keyboard, and watched the charts Anna-Britt had mentioned flow and reshape on the screen in front of him. He would be the first to admit it wasn’t fascinating work — in fact, it bored him to tears. Some people were cut out for this kind of work, tied to a desk in an office. He wasn’t one of them.

      But he knew what else Green Force did around the world, and he believed in it and wanted to be a part of it. It did more than campaign for environmental issues — it organised them. If the needs of the western lifestyle meant that ecosystems were coming under threat, if poor people in other countries were being dispossessed, if natural resources were disappearing — Green Force stood up and said no. It took action, it lobbied in parliaments, and it sent helpers — field workers, Green Force’s front line, like Beck’s mother and father — in at ground level to stand alongside the people being affected.

      It wasn’t easy. It could be downright dangerous. Beck’s parents had made enemies of the powerful Lumos corporation, and it had cost them their lives, which was why Beck now lived with his uncle back in Britain. But it had only made him all the more determined to step into their shoes one day.

      And all that high level work meant that Green Force needed data to inform their policies. Lots and lots of it. The figures he was compiling every day disappeared into Green Force’s databanks and were used by people much higher up than he was. And one day, by working his way up from the bottom like this, learning about every part of Green Force’s work as he went, he would be one of those people himself — someone who went out and changed things. For the better. Oh yes. He had a plan and he was sticking to it.

      And he vowed that when he was a field worker, he would always be nice to the people back in the office. He would appreciate that their work was just as important as his.

      And with that thought, his stomach rumbled like a rhinoceros.
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      Anna-Britt let them go at seven on the dot and they headed to the canteen via reception. It was totally dark outside by now and the temperature would be heading for minus twenty, but the lodge was built to the best ecological principles, with passive insulation and a biomass generator that let it stay comfortably warm for a minimum amount of energy. Beck loved the Swedish — they had such a can-do attitude to winter.

      The crowd had dispersed and reception was almost empty. A woman and a man, both very fair-haired like many Swedes, sat at a table in one corner with a couple of coffees and a map — late arrivals for the season, Beck assumed. They both looked kitted up for some pretty heavy duty hiking, with well-worn gear that was comfortable and familiar on them. Some tourists wore their stuff like it was a costume, as if they were playing a part they didn’t really believe, but not these two. Their faces were serious and they were talking intently with their heads just inches apart.

      Beck wondered if their plans had been upset by the mass arrival of refugees. He only really noticed the woman because her eyes drifted over him and Jonas as they came in. For a split second, she looked as if she was wondering if they were also refugees, before she could see that they obviously weren’t, and she went back to saying something to her partner.

      A group of four or five men were checking in at the main desk, all wearing jackets with a logo on the back that Beck recognised at once — a cartoon globe with a bandage tied across it, and the name ‘Medics Around the World’ written around it. Beck knew the name well. The charity was frequently associated with refugee work and Beck’s Uncle Al regularly gave money to it.

      The men were giving their names to the reception manager, one by one, for the computer. Beck and Jonas passed by them on the way to the canteen, close by enough to hear one of them say, with the kind of slow voice some Brits use to speak to foreigners:

      “Doctor… Henry… Winslow.”

      Beck took another step while the words passed through his brain, and then he stopped abruptly in his tracks as they hit a memory. He stared back, wide eyed, his heart suddenly pounding.

      The doctor hadn’t noticed the two boys. He turned to his colleagues and they talked among themselves.

      “Hey, Beck, come on! You want to wait until seven in the morning?”

      Jonas almost dragged him away, and Beck tried to turn his attention to the task of preparing to eat.

      But even as he tucked in to his beef casserole and roasted sweet potatoes, his thoughts were spinning at the back of his mind, emotions rushing through him.

      Doctor Winslow. He ran the name in his head, over and over. Doctor Henry Winslow.

      Was it the same man? Could it be?
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      Three weeks earlier…

      NEW HAND!

      Beck laughed when he saw the message title, and who it was from. He clicked and a new picture filled the screen. It showed a smiling nineteen-year-old Chinese boy who was holding up his right hand. At first glance it looked like any other hand. Anyone who didn’t know Jian wouldn’t have guessed what the big deal was.

      Shipwrecked on a deserted island, with no one else around except for Beck and their friend Ju-Long, Jian had got a bad case of blood poisoning from a lizard bite — a Five-Fingered Golden Dragon bite, to be precise — that could have killed him. With Jian unconscious and delirious, and no sign of rescue, Beck and Ju-Long had had no choice. The hand had to be amputated.

      Beck read the email quickly and his smile widened.

      I can pick up things and yes, it is waterproof so I will soon be sailing again!

      Sailing was Jian’s passion, which was how they had ended up on that island in the first place. Beck breathed a sigh of relief that his friend could continue doing what he loved.

      I hope you are well back in England. Ju-Long says hello too.

      Beck hit ‘reply’ and began to type.

      Brilliant to see the new hand. My uncle is keeping me busy this afternoon scanning in old photographs.

      It was a job Al had meant to get round to for ages, waiting for a wet Sunday afternoon when there would be nothing else to do. Go through the old albums, scan in the photos worth keeping.

      There are a lot of them…

      “Next up.” Al interrupted his typing with a very small, slim album.

      “Which ones am I scanning from this?” Beck asked casually as he opened it.

      “All of them,” Al said, with an unusual softness in his tone.

      “All of…?” Beck began, but then he opened it up and saw. “Oh.”

      The very first picture was of two babies, lying side by side in an incubator box. Their faces were crinkled and red, and their tiny bodies were dwarfed by their baby-grow suits.

      You couldn’t tell just by looking whether either was a girl or a boy, but their names were written below. Dian. Beck.

      If Dian was in the same picture as him, Beck knew that meant they were both less than a day old. Beck looked at the picture for a long time, gently tracing it with his finger.

      We’ve always stood beside you, Beck. That was what she had said. Mum, Dad, me and many angels.

      In China, with Jian and Ju-Long, he had surprised himself by suddenly thinking of Dian. He had hardly ever thought of her before that, though he had always known she had existed. His twin sister.

      And soon after that that, he had… what? Dreamt of her? Had a vision? He honestly wasn’t sure. Whatever explanation he came up with, nothing could match the depth of what he felt about it.

      Part of it was a feeling of… failure. He had been in many dangerous situations in his life and he had never lost a single friend. But, right at the start, his own sister had slipped away and he had been powerless to do anything about it.

      “Why are we in an incubator?” he asked. It was the first question that came out of his mouth.

      “It’s usual for twins. They tend to be undersized at first. And you two—”

      “Yeah, I know. Difficult birth.” His offhand manner masked the emotion that arose whenever he thought of Dian. He didn’t know the technicalities of what had happened. He did know the birth hadn’t been easy for his mother, and he did know there had been some serious complications. Complications that had caught up with Dian.

      “Were we identical?”

      Al shook his head.

      “No — identical twins are always the same gender. You’d have been fraternal twins — so if Dian had grown up, you’d look similar but obviously be different, like any other brother and sister.”

      Beck turned the page. The next two photos were close-ups of him and Dian on their own. Then there was a family shot. Their mother, lying in bed, looking tired and drawn, holding one of them. Their father, sitting beside her and holding the other. They weren’t labelled so he couldn’t tell which baby was which.

      On one side of the bed was a woman, a smiling nurse, whom Beck presumed was the midwife. And on the other, a doctor, a tall, lean man. His face was naturally stern, but he was smiling a little — like someone had maybe described to him how smiling was done, and he was doing his best without really believing it. They had been labelled — Sister Lorna Macadam, and Dr Henry Winslow.

      He turned the page again. There were no more photos. He was holding in his hand the sole visual evidence that Dian had ever existed. He closed his eyes briefly.

      He felt Al’s hand rest gently on his shoulder.

      “We’ve both lost a lot, haven’t we?”

      Beck blinked and nodded. His parents hadn’t lived for many more years after that — murdered, blown out of the sky by Lumos’s hired assassin.

      “I’ll do these ones next,” he said. Al ruffled his hair and went back to the pile of albums.

      Beck started from the back of the album, because it was easiest that way. The picture began to preview on the screen. The awkward smile of Dr Henry Winslow was the first thing to appear. Beck felt a surge of gratitude to this man, and the midwife too, for what they had done to help his mother. But he wasn’t one to dwell on the past. It was better to look to the future and what could still be changed. He quickly finished off his email to Jian.

      Next week I am off to Sweden…
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      “If you’re not eating that…” Jonas said hopefully.

      Beck realised he had been staring across the canteen, not concentrating on what was in front of him, and with Jonas around any unattended food was in danger.

      “No, no, it’s fine…”

      He quickly tucked into his meal, still stealing glances across Jonas’s shoulder.

      Dr Winslow sat at a table with his colleagues from Medics Around the World, talking and chatting quietly. Beck narrowed his eyes, willing himself to stay calm, comparing what he saw now with the stern man in the picture he remembered.

      But — Henry Winslow. Doctor Henry Winslow. It wasn’t a common name. There couldn’t be many of those, and there surely had to be even fewer doctors called that.

      And Medics Around the World mostly dealt with children.

      Beck knew he would never forgive himself if he passed off this chance. We’ve always stood beside you, she had said to him in China. Well, maybe, but she stood at the edge of his consciousness like a shape he couldn’t quite make out in the corner of his eye. Every tiny fact he learned about Dian — and there weren’t that many to learn — made her seem a little closer, more solid, more real. Now, just metres away, was the man who had brought Dian into the world and struggled to save her fragile life.

      Beck had to engage with this man for the same reason that he had to breathe.

      “Are you having dessert?” Jonas asked. Across the room, Winslow’s colleagues were getting up and carrying their trays to the counter. He and another man stayed seated. Winslow pulled a tablet from inside his coat and began to tap at the screen.

      “Yeah, in a moment. Go ahead and I’ll catch you up.”

      Beck pushed his chair back and stood up, ignoring Jonas’s surprised look as he began to walk across the room.

      The other man at the table noticed him first, his attention caught when it became obvious Beck was heading for them and not going to walk past. Winslow’s attention was still engrossed in the pictures that he was sliding across the screen. It was all locations in a town — Beck caught a glimpse of buildings around a pebbled market square, with lots of carved and painted wood, and the word ‘Riksliden’, which was the nearest town to the lodge. Winslow appeared to be browsing a tourist site. Then he swiped the screen to call up what looked like a road map.

      “Dr Winslow?” Beck asked.

      The man looked up in surprise, and Beck knew he had guessed correctly. The biggest difference was the hair — the man in the photo had a full head of it, neatly combed with a side parting, and this guy’s hair — fourteen years later — was a lot thinner on top. But he was still lean and still didn’t look as if he smiled a great deal, though Beck didn’t hold that against him. He had known many stern-looking people who were very warm and friendly once you knew them.

      “Yes?” Winslow said after a pause, and Beck realised he hadn’t really thought through what to say.

      “Uh. You won’t remember my name, at all, but, uh, I’m Beck Granger and I think you delivered me when I was born.”

      Winslow’s eyes went wide, but he smiled politely.

      “Possibly,” he replied slowly, eyeing Beck up and down, “but I’m a paediatrician — so yes, my speciality is children, but I’d only be in at a birth if there were complications.”

      “There were. I had a twin sister, Dian—”

      Beck stopped abruptly, because he thought that if he went on to say ‘but she died’, that could sound like a criticism, and it wasn’t meant to be.

      But Winslow had cocked his head thoughtfully. Then he shook it.

      “I’m sorry I don’t remember the name Granger. And looking at you, if she was your twin then it was obviously a long time ago. Perhaps if I met your parents — are they here?”

      “Uh — no.” Beck didn’t want to say why they couldn’t be here too. It felt weird to be saying they had died — as well as his baby sister. “No, I’m interning here for Green Force on my own.”

      “Well.” Winslow flashed a brief smile, and the way he held the tablet showed that he very clearly wanted to get back to whatever he was doing. “Please pass on my regards.”

      “Yeah…” Beck was trapped now. It was now too late in the conversation to own up that they were dead.

      “And I’m afraid I do need to get back to this, it’s rather urgent…” He trailed off, before turning his attention back one hundred percent back to the tablet. Beck didn’t really know how to disentangle himself, or what he had expected from this meeting. He felt foolish stood like this. He realised he’d been longing for another little link back to Dian. But, he reminded himself, Winslow’s career meant he had helped a lot of babies — he wasn’t going to remember just one from years back. And he was a busy guy — a hero. All the babies who had come in with the refugees today would be much more important to him than Dian, and that was how it should be. Doctors who worked for charities didn’t get rich, and they wouldn’t be there if they weren’t extremely dedicated. Beck shouldn’t be disturbing him.

      He shuffled his feet, and the other man at the table gave him a flat look. Beck gave a gesture that was kind of like a wave, and turned and headed back to his own table. Jonas had got them each a helping of dessert, and had finished off his, and it looked like Beck’s portion only had seconds to live unless Beck got to it first…

      But something wrangled Beck, in the back of his mind.

      And why had the doctor been so off-hand?
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      State in your own words the importance of taking direct environmental action.

      Beck glared at the title on the laptop screen. Part of his internship was to write an essay using the experiences he had gained. He had already spent several evenings after work, here in the twin room he shared with Jonas, staring at the screen and trying to get the words in his head into the right order on screen.

      And tonight he had the added distraction of Dr Winslow in his brain. He hadn’t realised it would hit him so hard. Every time he closed his eyes to relieve them from the screen, his thoughts slipped sideways into another world, where Winslow had been successful, Dian had lived, and he had grown up with a sister.

      If that had happened, what would she be like now? And how would having a sister have affected him? How would having two kids instead of one have changed his parents’ actions in the first place? Would they have not got so involved with chasing the Lumos organisation, determined to expose it? And if so, would they still be alive now?

      Shift one pebble and you change the course of a rockfall. Would Dr Winslow be where he was, too? What course of events had taken him from a comfortably paid paediatrics job in a London hospital to doing charity work? Was he over-compensating for losing a baby by doing extra good? Or was he the kind of selfless guy that Beck would always admire, someone who would always have ended up in that kind of work anyway?

      But, it hadn’t happened. They had followed their different courses and fate just happened to have brought them briefly together again — a doctor caring for children driven by tyranny from their homes, a boy struggling with an essay on a laptop. That was how it was. Beck didn’t like thinking of pointless maybes. It was how you survived.

      The sound of the door opening and closing behind him was a welcome interruption. Beck knew it would be Jonas.

      “Before you say anything, I know, I’m still working on it…” Beck narrowed his eyes at the screen, as if he could somehow squeeze the opening sentence out of the pixels there. A faint shadow moved across it as the figure came up behind him. “So how’s yours—”

      The shadow moved, fast. Something was wrong.

      Beck moved faster, by pure instinct, even before his conscious mind kicked in. He had been in too many survival situations to do anything different. He hit the floor in a roll and sprang to his feet while the grip of the pistol in the man’s hand smashed into the laptop’s keyboard.

      Man?

      Pistol?

      The man hadn’t expected Beck to react so quickly. They stared at each other in equal astonishment.

      “Who the—” Beck began, and he saw the man begin to raise the gun.

      Beck had been held at gunpoint before and he knew that once that small, round hole was pointing directly at you, it became much harder to move fast enough to avoid whatever came out of it. So the only solution was to get in there first. ‘Always strike first.’ Beck knew that one by heart.

      He charged with his head down into the guy’s midriff. The man’s breath whooshed out of him and he staggered back. He was bigger and stronger than Beck and Beck had no illusions that he could do anything much against him, so he was already pelting for the door. Get out into the corridor, hit the fire alarm, get lots of witnesses — that was the only plan he had.

      But now another man stood in the door. Beck was already too close to try the head-butting thing again. He swerved and the man quickly moved to grab him. Beck tried to duck down under and past him—

      Crack.

      It was like an explosion inside his skull. Beck’s consciousness seemed to go dim and he vaguely saw the floor coming slowly towards him through the waves of pain in his head. It felt like he bounced when he hit it. Part of his mind a long way away was telling him that the second man had cracked him on the head, and he was soon going to be in a lot of pain.

      He rolled onto his back, dazed, and stared up at the second man, and into the dark circle of the gun aimed unwaveringly at his face. He tried to move his body but his groggy brain wasn’t sending the right signals to his muscles. He wanted to speak. He wanted to croak, “Who are you?”, but the words wouldn’t come. He realised, with horror and amazement and more horror, that for some reason he was about to be shot — and had absolutely no idea why.

      “Nej!” The first man had got the power of speech back, gulping in the air that Beck had knocked out of him. He stumbled across the room, fumbling in one pocket. “Ställ inte till det inne!”

      From his pocket he pulled a white cloth, and a sickly chemical smell filled the room.

      Chloroform, Beck realised blearily. They’re going to drug me and then they’re going to kill me…

      He tried to lever himself up on his elbows, and the first man forced his head back down with the cloth over his face. Beck lifted weak hands to try and claw it away. He tried to hold his breath, but he felt the fumes penetrate his brain. His hands flopped down to the ground and a roaring darkness filled his head…

      “Vad är det här?”

      He recognised that voice. Beck looked up to see Jonas was stood in the doorway, wide eyed, trembling and amazed, as the second man whipped his gun around to aim right between his friend’s eyes.

      And then the darkness had taken Beck completely.
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      The rattling of metal and the pounding in Beck’s head merged together out of the darkness. He was lying and shivering in the dark on a hard, metal floor, freezing cold, shaking from side to side. He could hear the sound of an engine and the sucking, crackling noise of tyres running over gravel. The floor lurched and with every big bump his head would bounce up and crack down again hard on the metal.

      Beck’s eyes focused blearily on the one thing he could see — two pale squares, hanging in mid-air and shaking along with everything else. He coughed and gagged to clear the foul taste in his mouth, and the extra breath cleared away the last shreds of the chloroform that clogged his head like cotton wool.

      He was in the back of a moving van. The squares were the rear windows looking out into the moonlit night. That was the only source of light. The driver’s cabin was a separate compartment and there was no way of seeing out of the front of the vehicle.

      He pulled his legs up and groggily tried to push himself into a sitting position. Another lurch, and he was flung against a soft body lying next to him. In the dim light he could just make out—

      “Jonas!”

      He gave his friend a shake, and Jonas’s head flopped from side to side with the van’s motion. Beck felt for the pulse in his neck, where the carotid artery beat against the tendon. The skin was warm, the pulse was steady and strong, and Beck breathed a sigh of relief. Apart from whatever had knocked him out, Jonas was okay. He cautiously sniffed the air above Jonas’s face and got a distinct whiff of something sweet and chemical. Yes, more chloroform.

      Poor Jonas. Those men obviously hadn’t expected Beck to have a roommate and they hadn’t taken any precautions against someone else wandering in. So, his friend had innocently got caught up in… In whatever was going on.

      Beck groped around in the dark for something, anything that could make him and Jonas more comfortable. He made out the outline of some kind of pack hanging from the side of the van, and he got up on his knees to reach for it. He felt several hard objects inside it, which bumped together with metallic clinks and which he thought would bear further investigation. But first his fingers dug into a pair of travel rugs — waterproof tarpaulin on one side, artificial wool on the other. He pulled them both out, spread one over Jonas’s still form and tucked the other under his head.

      Then Beck sat next to his friend with his knees hugged up — more comfortable than lying on the floor, and warmer — and forced himself to think. He remembered staring into that gun barrel and he had no doubt at all that the man had been about to kill him, before the other guy intervened. He had looked before into the eyes of men who intended to end his life, there and then, on the spot, and it had been the same. But no one just randomly turned up in a teenage boy’s room intending to kill him.

      Beck was in no doubt — he had been targeted, by… and that's where his mind went cold.
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      Beck ran in his head through the last few years. Lumos? The energy giant; a corrupt organisation with a finger in every environmental pie around the world. It had been his biggest enemy, his greatest problem — but that should all have been over when Edwin Blake, its founder and chief, had been arrested. Beck and Edwin’s grandson, James, had helped bring the giant down. Edwin had died in jail — he wouldn’t be sending assassins out now.

      African poachers, Indonesian illegal tree loggers, South American drug smugglers… Beck had had run-ins with all of them. But he wouldn’t expect any of them to track him down to this remote corner of Sweden, of all places.

      Jonas coughed and moaned, and mumbled something in Swedish. Beck was immediately at his side, shaking him gently.

      “Hey, Jonas?”

      Before too long Jonas was also sitting up, also with a splitting headache. They each wrapped one of the rugs around their shoulders for warmth, and compared notes. Jonas didn’t have much more to add.

      “They knocked you out with that stuff, then they did the same to me.” He shuddered and his voice broke a little. “I was so scared. I didn’t know if I would ever wake up again…”

      Beck put a hand on his shoulder to comfort him.

      “Yep we got done, well and truly,” he said softly. “But we must stay calm. They didn’t kill us and they could have done — there and then. There will be a way out of this. What can you remember? One of them said something…”

      “Ställ inte till det inne,” Jonas said glumly. “It means, don’t make a mess in the room.”

      “Ah. Right.” Which meant the van was taking them to somewhere they could be disposed of tidily. This didn’t bode well at all, Beck thought wryly. Not well at all.

      “We have to get out of here.” Beck crawled over to the rear doors. “Let’s see if we can get these open…”

      “The van’s moving,” Jonas reminded him, “and it’s freezing out there.”

      Beck had already thought of the second point. He and Jonas were still dressed for indoors. He wore jeans and a light jumper over a t-shirt — it was all you needed in the lodge. Jonas was similar. Neither of them was prepared for the sub-zero temperatures outside.

      “We’ve got blankets,” Beck pointed out, “and the van slows down when it takes a corner. We can jump then.”

      Anything was better than the alternative of waiting for the van to stop.

      They fumbled together at the door’s locking mechanism. There was a handle and they pulled down hard on it, but no matter how much they put their weight into it, it wouldn’t shift.

      “It’s locked,” Jonas moaned.

      A metal handle set into the floor of the van dug into Beck’s knee. It was the handle of the van’s spare wheel compartment, and he pulled it up to reveal the spare tyre, snug in its slot.

      “See if there’s a crowbar in there, or anything we can use…”

      At that moment the van gave one last lurch, and slowed, and stopped. The boys’ eyes met in the gloom, and then Jonas redoubled his efforts to find something in the compartment.

      “There is something down there, but it’s under the wheel and the wheel is screwed down… Beck, I’m so sorry I got you into this.”

      “Eh?” Beck asked in surprise. “You got me—?”

      But then a door opened and closed outside, and footsteps walked down the side of the van. A key scraped in the lock of the rear door. Jonas fumbled at the locking nut of the spare wheel and Beck poised himself to pounce on whoever opened the door.

      But whoever it was had thought of that. He pulled the door open and they heard him step back to a safe distance. Freezing air gushed in so that they both immediately shivered and instinctively pulled the rugs tighter around themselves.

      And suddenly they were both blinking and shielding their eyes from the light of a torch which killed their night vision in a split second. They could see that it glinted off the barrel of a handgun, held in the man’s other hand and aimed right at them.

      “Out,” said a man’s voice. “Now.”
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      “Uh — what about not making a mess?”

      Words swirled in Beck’s head and they were the first ones that popped out — arguing technicalities with the guy who wanted to kill him. But anything to delay what was going to happen.

      “I don’t intend to make one.” The man spoke English with a Swedish accent. “Out.”

      Jonas and Beck looked at each other, but they knew they had no choice. Slowly, one after the other, they climbed out, Beck first.

      He immediately knew roughly where they were — it could only be somewhere on the side of Storkittel.

      There was rock on one side and a drop of about thirty metres on the other. After that, there was what looked in the moonlight like a smooth field of snow, sloping down to the land more than a kilometre below them.

      Except that Beck knew it wasn’t smooth snow. He had been brought up here as part of his orientation tour at the start of his internship, and anyway he would have recognised the ripples and ridges that fell away down the slope, as if the whole mountain had started flowing and then suddenly frozen solid. It was the Storkittel glacier — millions of tons of frozen water flowing down the side of the mountain at a metre per day.

      The van had pulled over in a passing space on a gravel track that looped around the side of the mountain. Up and down the track, Beck could see patches of snow on the ground. Far below, the land seemed to glow beneath a thin layer of mist, stripped of every colour except shades of silver, lit by a full moon and a million stars like frozen diamonds in the black velvet sky.

      Beck and Jonas stood side by side, both starting to shiver uncontrollably as the cold and fear bit in, despite hugging their rugs to their bodies. There were very thin patches of ice on the rocky ground and Beck stumbled as one of his feet slipped. The man was taking no chances and still stood a safe distance away as he waggled his torch.

      “Stand over there.”

      He was pointing at the edge of the drop.

      Beck’s heart pounded. He could only think of one reason the man wanted them over there. He would shoot them and their bodies would tumble down to the glacier. They would be swallowed by the ice and no one would ever know where they had gone — until the glacier spat them out at the bottom, in maybe a hundred years or so. Meanwhile, who would come looking? Sure, they would be missed at the lodge first thing in the morning but who would think to look for them up here?

      You have gotta stop this, Beck, think fast, think smart, a voice inside him resolved. No way were their bodies ending up down there.

      It was a strange feeling to be looking at the place where you were meant to die. It was only about three metres away but, feeling like he already had a lump of lead in his guts, Beck knew that if they got that far then it was all over. He had to prevent that — and still not get shot.

      (And he still had no idea why? And what had Jonas meant by saying he had got Beck into this?)

      Jonas obviously hadn’t twigged what Beck had. Whatever he thought about whose fault this was, Jonas just didn’t live in a world where grown men abducted and shot teenage boys. Despite all the evidence, his brain was swiftly putting two and two together. He took a reluctant, hesitant step, and like Beck, his foot slipped briefly. He quickly regained his balance.

      “You too!” the man snapped at Beck. “Move!”

      And Beck knew he didn’t have much choice. He could just as easily be shot where he was standing. He had no time to plan or think ahead. To obey the voice, to keep him and Jonas alive, everything just had to be done on the fly. He could see a vague way ahead, if he could just make it work…

      He moved, and deliberately stumbled as though he had slipped again.

      “Woah!”

      He shouted theatrically and fell into Jonas’s arms, and for a moment the two of them teetered on the point of going down. Beck just had time to mutter it into Jonas’s ear: “Fall over.” He pushed Jonas away, all in the same movement.

      “You should be more careful, Beck,” Jonas said loudly. “Woah!”

      He threw his arms in the air and seemed to do a little jig before toppling to the ground.

      And in that one moment, while the man was looking at him, and the gun was pointing at him too, Beck charged. He flung his rug at the man, and simultaneously hurled himself forward and to one side. The man couldn’t see him with the rug in the way, and if he fired in that direction he would miss, hitting only fabric.

      Beck slammed into him and went straight and fast for the man’s gun hand.
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      The man bellowed and punched Beck hard in the ribs. The shock and the pain ran through him like an electric jolt and his eyes streamed, but he kept his grip.

      And then Jonas was with him, slamming in with all his body weight. The three of them lurched together like some weird dance and Beck almost pulled them all over on top of himself as his feet slipped again on ice.

      And suddenly they were the ones falling on top of the man. Both the guy’s feet shot away and he tumbled backwards, pulling Jonas and Beck down with him. He landed with a sound like an egg breaking open and went immediately still.

      “Oh wow!” Jonas pushed himself up. “Is he dead or unconscious?”

      “I don’t know yet, but good acting back there, Jonas,” Beck muttered. That had not been a healthy sound — it must have been the man’s head hitting the ground. Beck knew that the most dangerous part of any real life fight was the very real prospect of falling backwards and smacking your head on the ground. The whiplash effect of your whole body and head hitting rock or concrete can cause severe brain damage or even death. And that sound had been a bad one, for sure. But if it had to happen to any of them, at least it was this way. Him not them.

      He felt for the man’s pulse in his neck, the same way he had felt for Jonas’s — and got nothing. He forced himself to breathe in and out, slowly, calmly.

      He felt again. Still nothing.

      Beck knelt by the man’s head and pushed it gently. It moved without any resistance, and Beck could see the dark patch of blood against his pale hair. It was black in the moonlight.

      Beck stood up slowly, feeling every beat of his heart as it thudded inside him. Now he regretted his flippant comment. They had done exactly what the guy was going to do to them.

      “He’s — uh — dead.”

      “Dead?” Jonas scrambled to his feet and stared down at the still form. His chest heaved and his voice began to rise into panic. “He — we — he’s dead — we — we did…”

      “He was going to shoot us,” Beck said harshly. “Over there.” He nodded at the edge of the road, and let Jonas work it out for himself. When Jonas’s eyes went even wider, he knew the penny had finally dropped. “He was about to kill us and we defended ourselves. Ugly, but true. Now come on, we need to get moving.”

      Beck looked down at the body and swallowed. No one’s death was a good thing. Yes, Beck had seen people die before, and often they had been people who would have killed him. But it still made him feel sick inside.

      He recognised that same feeling and tried to escape it by getting busy.

      “I’m sorry he’s dead,” Beck finished, his voice shaking, “but I’m not sorry we’re still alive.” He cocked an eye at Jonas. “And what did you mean, you got me into this?”

      “Well…” Jonas tore his shocked gaze away from the man’s body and looked up. He shrugged. “I guess of the two of us, they’re more likely to be after me.”

      “Why?” Beck asked, baffled.

      “Uh — because — look, Gothenburg is a busy port, lots of traffic coming in and out — and it’s not all legal.”

      Beck’s eyes narrowed.

      “Drugs?”

      “Drugs…” Jonas said with a new intensity in his gaze. “Illegal imports, illegal exports, illegal immigrants, illegal… anything. And my father is senior in Tullverket — that’s our Customs agency. Very senior. And he’s had a lot of success cleaning up lately. And that means a lot of enemies — some of who no doubt will try to get at him through me. They thought you were me, until I turned up.” He shivered. “Beck, we’ve got to tell my dad what’s happening.” His voice went up a little. “They might be coming for the rest of the family too. I have a brother and a sister.”

      “Wow.” Beck thought. Jonas had only ever said his dad had an office job — maybe the habit of secrecy ran deep in their family. Which was fair enough. And it did make more sense that they would bump into an enemy of the Eriksson family rather than the Granger family, here in Sweden.

      Jonas was still shivering — he was not just cold, Beck realised suddenly, but in shock too. He quickly picked up his friend’s dropped rug and handed it over.

      “Okay. Look. I’ve — uh — I’ve made enemies in my time too. I know what it’s like. But there’s no one so big they can bring us two down,” he said with a reassuring smile.

      It was time to make a plan. Beck pulled his own rug over his shoulders and knelt by his body again.

      “What are you doing?” Jonas asked.

      “Finding out who he is, if I can…”

      It wasn’t pleasant, but Beck unzipped the guy’s coat and felt around inside. In one breast pocket he found a mobile phone. In one of the trouser pockets he found a wallet, and when he opened it up, the first thing he saw was an EU driving licence. He held it so that the moon shone on the writing.

      “Gustav Kolberg,” he said. He pronounced the surname as a Brit would say it, with a hard ‘k’ and ‘g’ in ‘Kolberg’; Jonas muttered a correction as a Swede would say it, which came out more like Shol-bay. Beck rummaged a bit more. Some krona bank notes, and another plastic card with the same name and photo. It was an I.D., and Beck’s eyes went wide when he read it.

      “You’ll never guess who he worked for…”

      “Medics Around the World,” Jonas said at once. “Look.”

      He nodded at the van, which still waited with its rear door open, lights on and engine running.

      The same logo and lettering as appeared on the card was on the side of the vehicle.

      “Medics Around the World hires murdering thugs?” Beck breathed. “I don’t believe it!”

      “They can’t all be that,” Jonas pointed out. “I've seen them on TV helping refugees.”

      “Sure, and I can personally vouch that Dr Winslow’s a real medic,” said Beck. He thought back to their very brief meeting, and Winslow’s preoccupation with his work. Beck knew from experience that some professionals were so focused on their work, they would never see something that was right under their nose. Winslow might be so zoned in on saving more children that he would never realise the kind of people he was working with until it was too late.

      “But if some of the people he’s with are faking it, for some reason we don’t yet understand, and are using the organisation for something criminal…’ Beck thought out loud. ‘Winslow is going to know about this guy and his friend. Which means we’ve got to warn him — and your family. And fast!”
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      “It’s PIN locked,” Jonas said glumly.

      The boys sat in the van’s cabin. With the engine running and the heater turned up, it was comfortably warm. They had laid Kolberg down in the back.

      Their first instinct had been to call the police on Kolberg’s phone, but when Jonas swiped the screen, it demanded a four-digit code to proceed.

      “I thought you could make emergency calls on a locked phone?” Beck asked.

      “Sure, but you can also disable that feature. My father did — he got tired of accidentally pocket-calling the police. And it looks like this guy did too.”

      In frustration they held the screen at different angles under the driver’s light. Beck knew that the finger marks on a screen will often show where the owner usually taps. They could maybe work out what the four digits were, and then work their way through the possible combinations. But they couldn’t make out enough to help, and neither of them fancied working their way through the 10,000 four-digit options available.

      “We could call from the lodge — if we can get back there,” Jonas suggested.

      “Yep. Only… do we want to go back to the lodge?”

      Jonas stared at him.

      “Why wouldn’t we?”

      “Because we know…” Beck jerked his head towards the back of the van to indicate Kolberg. “…had at least two pals — the two guys in our room. So, we don’t know who’s a friend and who isn’t. Well, there’s Anna-Britt, Dr Winslow… but they could easily be outnumbered. The bad guys might see us first and we’ll just put the good ones in danger.”

      Jonas’s stricken look almost made him feel guilty about introducing his friend to the harsh realities of such low life. But it had to be done, and neither of them had asked for this.

      “Okay.” Jonas breathed out slowly and gazed ahead, down the road and into the darkness. “So we drive to Riksliden instead. That’s the only alternative.”

      They studied the van’s instruments, wheel, gear stick… Adults always made it look so easy, Beck thought.

      “Can you, uh, drive?” Beck asked.

      “Um. I’ve driven my uncle’s tractor on his farm.”

      “I think you just volunteered, then.” Beck drummed his fingers on the dashboard, thinking. “Do you know the way?”

      “Oh, the way is easy. Only one road and fifty kilometres — we could be there in less than an hour.”

      “And we go straight to the police,” Beck agreed with a gush of relief. The thought of being able to hand the problem straight over to adult authority was a nice feeling. Now they just had to get there.

      “Absolut.” Jonas scooted himself to sit behind the wheel. “Put your seatbelt on…”

      The first job was to turn the van around. It was still pointing up the mountain track, but Kolberg had stopped at a point where the track widened into a passing space, so Jonas just had to let the handbrake off and let the van roll back gently while the turned the wheel. He reversed safely towards the side of the mountain and away from the drop down to the glacier.

      There was a crunching sound as the van rolled backwards into a million tons of rock.

      “Oops.”

      Jonas pressed one of the pedals down and pushed the stick into gear. The engine made a noise like a rusty concrete mixer as it revved under his foot. He bit his lip and let the brake off. The van lurched forward, straight towards the edge.

      Beck might have yelled — he wasn’t sure. It was drowned in the screech of the gears. The van only went about one metre before the engine stalled and it came to an abrupt stop, throwing both boys forward so that their seatbelts tightened around them.

      “That’s one idea.” Beck forced the words out of a dry mouth. “Take a good run-up to the edge and we fly to Riksliden. Much quicker.”

      “Ha ha. Okay, more gently…”

      This time Jonas turned the wheel hard over before he tried to make the van move, so that if it lurched again, at least it would head down the track. With the engine revving overtime he managed to coax it forwards and down the mountain.

      After that, Beck didn’t feel much like talking.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Jonas had both hands in a death grip on the wheel and eyes fixed unblinkingly ahead. He watched the track roll forward in the headlights, stones and rocks and potholes emerging from the dark for a few seconds and then passing by out of sight at a steady ten kilometres per hour. Okay, Beck thought, maybe it would take more than an hour to get to Riksliden at this speed, but he would prefer to do it slowly and get there in one piece.

      Jonas let gravity do most of the work and didn’t gun the engine quite so much, though he was still heavy on the brake whenever he wanted to slow down. Beck breathed a little more easily when the course of the track carried them away from the sheer drop and the glacier on their right. Now there was rolling, glowing white on both sides, picked out in the moonlight. He got the feeling they were heading down a shallow shoulder of Storkittel. He was no longer seeing the glacier, just the permanent snowfield that never quite went away, even at the height of summer.

      Up ahead, the track did one of its hairpin turns, and Beck was thrown forward in his seatbelt again as Jonas slowed to take it. The engine crunched as he jammed the stick into a lower gear and began to work the wheel around. The van turned into the bend.

      And kept turning. Beck yelped in alarm as the track continued to slide past the windscreen.

      “Hey…”

      “I know! I know!” Jonas spun the wheel furiously. “We’re skidding!”

      There was no feeling of the van moving — no vibration as it ran along a rough track, just a weird sense of effortless motion.

      “Turn it the other way!”

      “I am!”

      “No, the other way…”

      Now the van was moving sideways. The edge of the track was moving from left to right in front of them.

      CRUNCH.

      The van hit something with the sound of bending metal, and stopped abruptly, flinging the boys sideways. They looked at each other as the engine stalled into silence.

      Jonas silently reached for the key and restarted the engine. It switched on with no problem, but when he tried to start moving again, nothing happened, even though the engine noise grew louder and louder as he pressed down on the pedal.

      “Something is holding us…”

      “Hang on,” Beck said. Jonas stopped revving, and Beck braced himself for the cold outside.

      White snowfields stretched away on either side of the track, eerie and silent in the bitterly cold air that stung and numbed his face. The ground underfoot was slippery, almost one whole sheet of ice. He walked carefully around to the side of the van that had hit something.

      The rear left wheel was completely smashed in, impaled on a rock at the side of the track. When the van tried to move, the wheel rim just pressed down on the rock, which held it in place.

      Beck doubted they could change it, without serious lifting equipment. To put the spare wheel on, they would have to move away from the rock in the first place. Which they couldn’t do.

      They were stuck.

      He sighed and climbed quickly back into the van, to report. Jonas stared at him, aghast.

      “We’re not moving?”

      “Nope.”

      The both looked out into the dark.

      “We will have to stay the night here,” Jonas said, with a tinge of hope. There was still half a tank of petrol and the engine would keep running until daylight. They would be warm.

      “We could do that…” Beck looked at him. “And be right here when Gustav’s friends come looking for him.”

      Jonas’s jaw slowly dropped. He looked out again, then quickly cut the headlights. They sat in the dark and Beck peered forward. No other headlights were making their way up the track towards them.

      Yet.

      “There’s nowhere else to go,” Jonas whispered, and he was right.

      But if they stayed with the van, their only source of warmth and shelter on the side of a freezing mountain, they would be sitting ducks.
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      Beck had told Jonas to put the headlights on again, and they shone out over a field of snow. Beck shivered inside his borrowed coat. He hadn’t enjoyed removing anything from a dead body, but their need for it was greater than Kolberg’s.

      He walked a few steps out onto the snow, and crouched down to prod the ground. The cold immediately bit to the bone. His fingers sunk through the snow and only went in for a couple of inches before they hit solid rock. He grimaced — this wasn’t looking good. It was too thin for what he had in mind. He needed a couple of metres.

      He looked thoughtfully across the track, which ran down the ridge of a shallow slope on the mountain. The other side of the track, behind the van, was upwind. Snow could have piled up on the lee side of the slope. He tapped on the driver’s window.

      “Put it into reverse,” he said.

      There was a moment while Jonas complied, and then the van’s reversing lights came on, lighting up the snow behind it. Beck walked out into the snow, and immediately sank in to his knees. This was more promising. He waded further. The ground rose and fell in shallow dips and rises, and one gully in particular caught his eye. Only the top of it was picked out in the van’s lights — the rest was dark shadow. But he could see enough to check it out, and he liked what he saw.

      He hurried back to the van.

      “Switch off,” he said. “We’re digging a snow cave.”

      Jonas stared at him.

      “Yes? What do we do when we’ve dug it?”

      “We sleep in it.”

      “You mean we’re going to sleep in the snow?”

      “Snow is an amazing insulator, believe it or not. It’s freezing but it traps so much air it actually keeps the warmth in really well. Hey, I bet your ancestors did it all the time.”

      “My ancestors used to pillage and plunder England. It doesn’t mean I want to copy them. But, hey — look what I found stuffed under the seat.”

      For a moment, Beck just stared at the bundle which Jonas thrust at him. It looked like… but no, it couldn’t be…

      “That’s my gear!”

      He almost snatched it from Jonas’s hands. Yup — coat, trousers, hat, gloves.

      “Mine is here too. And our boots.” Jonas frowned. “They kidnapped us — why would they take our things too?”

      Beck was too busy shrugging off Kolberg’s too-big coat and pulling on his own things to answer for a moment. One answer did come to mind and it wasn’t a pleasant one — though it only confirmed what he already knew.

      “Because they meant for us to disappear completely,” he said. “If we’d just vanished but our stuff was still there, then people would know we’d been taken. If we’d disappeared with our outdoor stuff, they’d assume we had gone somewhere deliberately — sneaking off for some adventure. Our disappearance would be a tragic accident, but no one would suspect anyone else had been involved.”

      It was one more reminder that this hadn’t all been a misunderstanding. Someone, for some reason, really had wished them dead.

      In a couple of minutes, they were properly dressed for a night on a Swedish mountain and Beck felt a lot better about what he was planning. They were still in for a freezing cold night, and a cold day after as they made their way to Riksliden, but he had an extra layer of warmth and protection that he wouldn’t have had otherwise and that was what counted.

      There was one more thing they needed, which Beck had spotted when they checked the spare wheel compartment. The compartment was sealed off with a metal lid — a flat square metal plate that was light and strong, and just what Beck needed. He unscrewed it and they trudged with it through the snow to the gully.

      Now the van’s lights were out, their eyes could adjust to the moonlight and there was enough of it to see what they were doing. The gully was about ten metres long and three deep. The last time Beck had done this had been high in the mountains of Alaska, with his friend Tikaani, and there had been plenty of snow to dig into. They had been able to excavate a proper cave for themselves, well protected from the elements and from the storm raging a few centimetres above them.

      The snow here wasn’t deep enough for that — but on one side of the gully it had piled up thick, and that was all they needed to dig out a sideways trench that would keep them alive for one night. Beck pushed the edge of the lid into the snow and started to scrape.
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      It didn’t take more than a quarter of an hour for the trench to be ready. Beck took great care not to work so hard that they would start sweating. In these temperatures sweat would swiftly turn to ice against his skin and suck all the warmth out of his body.

      Jonas piled the snow that he dug out into a small wall that re-sealed off most of the trench from the outside. They left a space at one end that they could crawl into. The wall gave a small measure of added protection against the elements.

      The trench only needed to be a little bit longer and higher than they were when they lay down. Air had to be able to circulate, but not so freely that it lost all the warmth it had acquired from their bodies. And snow contracted, so by the morning the trench would be a little smaller than it was now.

      Beck crawled in to give it the finishing touches, smoothing down the ceiling so that there were no rough edges. The problem with a nice, warm snow shelter was that warm snow melts … and drops would collect on any ridges or points and drip down onto them.

      “Well, what do you think?” he said when he was done. The boys looked unenthusiastically at the hole in the snow they had created. They were abandoning their warm, sheltered van for a hole in the side of a snow-covered mountain — and it was actually the safer option.

      “Well, I know some Japanese hotels just rent out sleeping pods,” Jonas replied. “I guess it’s the same principle here — just less Wi-Fi. Ah. But one other problem.” Jonas craned his neck to peer out of the gully and back at the van, about twenty metres away. “They’ll just see where we’ve been.”

      Beck followed his gaze, and groaned to himself. Their footprints in the show were foot-shaped pools of dark shadow, in a neat line between the gully and the van.

      Duh! he told himself. He wasn’t used to having to throw off human pursuers. Normally in survival you want to be spotted. But Beck reminded himself that sometimes to survive, the rules change, and you need to stay hidden. This was such a time. It was called covert survival.

      “Well…” He tramped out of the gully and scraped the lid experimentally over the nearest set of prints, then stepped back to study what he had done. He had managed to blur their outline in the snow, but he could see it wasn’t going to work. It would still be obvious that something had passed that way.

      “Okay. So we don’t try to hide. We distract and divert instead! Come on, help me.”

      Together the boys walked side by side, away from the trench making two sets of footprints in the snow.

      “We will keep walking for 100 metres in a loop back towards the road, and it will look like we tried to go cross country but gave up and returned to the road and followed that that instead.”

      The boys completed the dummy track and returned to the road, then carefully walked back in their same exact footprints to where their shelter was. They carefully smoothed over any extra footprints around the trench so that any pursuer would just see one trail leading off into the snow, with no sign of their hidden trench along the way.

      At least that was the theory.

      What Beck really hoped for was for it to start snowing again to cover their tracks completely.

      Beck laid out one of the rugs on the floor of the trench, folding it over for double insulation. Then, one by one they crawled into the hole, and Beck pulled the compartment lid over the opening to seal them in properly.

      The lid wasn’t airtight, but it wasn’t meant to be — they still had to be able to breathe. They lay side by side in the dark, under the second rug, and shivered. Beck knew they were warmer than they would be outside though, where it would easily get to minus twenty. ‘Warm’ was a relative term, he figured.

      “Beck.” Jonas said it as something between a whisper and sob.

      “Uh-huh?”

      “I’m frightened. For us. For my family. I’ve never had someone try to kill me before.”

      Beck could feel his friend shivering; he didn’t know if it was the cold, or delayed shock. Even Jonas’s easy-going temperament had been tested to the max by what he had gone through.

      “I’ll tell you one thing,” Beck said quietly. “Whoever they are, whatever they wanted… we beat them. We’re still here, they don’t know it and we’re going to stay ahead of them. Once we get to Riksliden tomorrow, we go straight to the police, and then a simple phone call to your family makes sure everyone’s warned. Right?”

      A pause.

      “Right,” Jonas said unhappily. “Right…” A pause. “What about your friend the doctor?”

      “Him too,” Beck said at once. He frowned in thought. He had a definite sense of making this up as he went along. There were too many unknowns to be sure of anything. All he could do was work with what he had and never give up.

      “If they came up here to get you, I can’t believe he’s in danger — not if he doesn’t find out what they were planning. But he still needs to know the kind of people who are misusing the organisation.”

      It was another variation on the thought of how life might have been different if Dian had lived. Maybe Dr Winslow wouldn’t be here now. Maybe Jonas wouldn’t be here to warn him.

      “Anyway, that’s all for tomorrow. For now, let’s rest." No answer came. Somehow, Jonas had beaten Beck to it, and was fast asleep. Beck tried to do the same but sleep didn’t seem to come.

      The cold still bit into his bones and he already knew this would be one of the most unpleasant nights of his life. Freezing cold, and knowing someone wanted him dead. Worrying that they hadn’t done enough to throw any pursuers off — and, above all, not knowing why he had been targeted.

      And on that note, he finally nodded off.
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      It was the translucent glow of sun shining through a wall of snow that woke Beck, not the ceaseless cold. Finally, the dawn had arrived.

      Jonas still slumbered next to him, so he gave his friend a nudge, then worked his way out into the morning air to give himself a chance to wake up properly.

      He screwed up his eyes as he emerged from the trench and bright sunlight reflected straight into them off a million ice crystals. The sky above was clear blue and the snow field was sparkling white. He could badly do with a pair of tinted snow goggles. Just one more reason to get off this mountain, as soon as possible. Mountains deserved the utmost respect, but they gave none at all to anyone daring to walk across them. They were harsh, merciless things. Getting down below the snowline had to be the first priority.

      After a moment, Jonas crawled out and stood next to him. He stretched and flexed his back, and looked around him in wonderment.

      “We did it. We actually did it. We slept in a hole in the snow.”

      “Yeah. Your pillaging ancestors would be proud. Look, there’s no point hanging around — we’ll see what else there is in the van, and get ourselves off to—”

      He stopped. The sound of a vehicle — engine noise and wheels crunching gravel — rumbled through the clear air. From the bottom of the gully they couldn’t see the track.

      “Someone is coming to find us!” Jonas’s face lit up for a second, which made his look of realisation all the more tragic. “It might not be a good thing, hey?” he said with quiet, determined courage.

      “Whoever it is, they’ll stop to look at the van,” Beck said. “Let’s take it carefully.”

      They lay down on their fronts and crawled up the side of the gully to peer over the edge.

      It was a black SUV, bouncing up the track towards them. They had left the van jammed sideways across the track — the newcomer couldn’t not stop.  The driver was a woman, on her own. Her eyes were fixed on the van, but Beck quickly pulled his head back as she suddenly looked around, before opening the door and climbing out. In that quick glimpse he was sure he had seen her before …

      He risked another peek as she got out and stood with her back to the two boys, phone pressed to her ear. She was tall, with short, fair hair, and dressed in serious-looking outdoor gear. While she was waiting for the phone to be answered, she pulled the van door open and peered inside. When she came out she was holding Kolberg’s gun, which she slipped into a pocket.

      She began to speak rapidly in Swedish, and to turn slowly, gazing all around her. Beck quickly pulled back again before she had turned far enough to see him. His second glance had confirmed what he thought. She was the woman he had seen in Reception at the lodge the day before, sitting with a friend while Dr Winslow and the others checked in.

      He closed his eyes and shook his head. And he had thought the two of them were hikers? They had looked like they meant business, but he couldn’t have guessed what kind of business it was.

      Jonas was straining his ears to follow the conversation that they could hear but not see. Beck followed his changing expression to know whether or not the woman was good news for the two of them, and it didn’t look hopeful. He distinctly heard their names — ‘Kolberg’, ‘Eriksson’, ‘Granger’. Jonas gave a soft groan.

      She spoke for a little longer, with pauses as she listened to the voice at the other end. She seemed to be the one doing most of the talking. Then they heard the sound of a door close and the SUV’s engine gunned. Tyres crackled on gravel again as it pulled past the van and headed on up the track. Beck waited until it was out of sight and ear-shot, before they carefully stood up and dusted snow from their fronts, knocking the chill of the ground away.

      “Well?” he asked nervously.

      “She said, Kolberg is here, no sign of the boys,” Jonas said dully, his voice just balanced on the edge of panic. “She couldn’t tell if he had killed us and dumped us, so she’s going further up the track to see if there are any clues. She knows there’s a spot where the track comes close to the edge — that must be where Kolberg took us — so that’s where she’s going to look.”

      There was only one track up and down Storkittel, Beck thought.

      It meant that, in a few minutes, the woman would be coming back this way.
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      “Didn’t she ask how he ended up in the back of the van?” he said.

      “Sure. That was one of the things she wondered. Did he get a hit on the head when the van crashed, and climb into the back, and collapse? Or was it us? She said there’s a lot of disturbance in the snow, but there was nothing fresh in the last few hours, so we might have escaped last night and frozen to death. She will come as soon as she’s checked the glacier. And she asked whoever it was she was speaking to, to send a clean-up crew to avoid this going public.”

      If Beck had had any doubt at all, those last words killed it. The woman was not an ally. Hikers did not ask for clean-up crews to conceal corpses. After Kolberg, the next thing she would want to clean up… was him and Jonas.

      “Okay.” He did the calculations in his head quickly. “It took us, what, ten minutes to drive down this far? And she’s a better driver. Up and down will take her five minutes either way — so, ten minutes total. Maybe a couple of extra minutes to work out our bodies aren’t lying in the glacier but not much more. So we basically need to get away now.”

      “Where to?” Jonas asked hopelessly.

      “We’re sticking to plan A. We’ll head for Riksliden and go to the police.”

      “But we have no transport,” Jonas pointed out.

      “Yeah.” Beck bit his lip, and gazed down the mountain at the forested ground far below. “We’ll have to go cross-country.”

      “Va?” Jonas exclaimed. “But… but that is…”

      “Fifty kilometres by road, you said, so probably less on foot,” Beck said simply. He pictured the map in his mind’s eye. He remembered that the road ran east, but it also curved towards the South and then back North. Going cross-country, they could head in a near straight line, cutting across the curve. “I’d guess thirty, forty max. And there won’t be another phone anywhere nearer, so we have to get going. Before she comes back.”

      Jonas unhappily followed Beck’s gaze at the country below them. His shoulders slumped as he accepted Beck’s reasoning.

      “You think we can do this?” he said quietly. Beck looked him in the eye and spoke with quiet assurance.

      “I know that together we can.”

      “In one day?”

      Beck narrowed his eyes in thought. Possibly, they could walk forty kilometres in one day — over level, unchallenging terrain. Getting off the mountain, getting through the forest, navigating who knew what obstacles… That would take longer.

      “Probably not. We should plan on spending another night outside.”

      Jonas sighed, but Beck was pleased to see he was showing more resolve than before.

      “We should get going, then.”

      “We’ll check the van out first.” They hurried over to the stranded vehicle. “I’ll take the back, you check the front,” Beck said briskly. “Anything we can use — anything at all.”

      They got to work quickly, always with the sense of a ticking clock at the back of their heads. The woman getting to the point up the track, looking round, turning round, coming back…

      In the back, Beck retrieved the pack he had found the previous night. In the daylight he could see it was a proper survival pack, put together by someone who knew what it would be like to be stranded far from civilisation in a Swedish winter. One more example of Swedish foresight and clear thinking.

      A two-litre flask, full of water. A coil of rope, striped red and white. Some metal cylinders in garish red and yellow that he identified as emergency flares — handheld ones that would make a lot of light and smoke where you stood, rather than ones that were designed to be fired into the air. A tin box of long-life biscuits. A knife with a pointed blade, sharp on one side and serrated on the other, kept in a plastic sheath.

      He could also give the spare wheel compartment a final once-over. The wheel was secured to the floor of the van with a bolt through the hub, which he unscrewed so that he could lift the tyre away. Underneath it in foam recesses were the vehicle jack and a crowbar, one end a flat wedge and the other a shaped socket to fit over the wheel nuts. He left the jack but the crowbar went into the pack.

      And there was a toolkit, which Beck hesitated over. In principle a survivor might be able to use anything. In practice there was no point in weighing yourself down with heavy, mostly metal, items. Eventually he left most of it, but he slipped a spool of plastic-wrapped wire into the pack as well.

      And then there were the two rugs they had used in the shelter last night. Warm, insulated, waterproof — far too important to leave them behind, even if they were going to be bulky. Back outside, he laid them one on top of the other, folded them, and rolled them as tight as they would go. After that they just about fitted into the pack along with everything else.

      Finally he stuck his arms through the straps and hoisted it onto his back.

      Ready to go. And it had taken him only seven minutes.
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      Jonas came back from the front of the van with a crumpled paper bag.

      “I found a sandwich and a couple of apples in the glove compartment.”

      “Great. Stick them in the sidepockets, then we need to get going — and soon.”

      He half-turned to make it easier for Jonas to get at the pack.

      “Which way do we go?” Jonas asked as he zipped the flaps up.

      “We want to head east…”

      Beck looked up at the sun. It would have risen in the East, then gradually moved round to the south as it progressed. It was now a little after seven a.m. so it hadn’t been up long. That gave him a rough estimate for which way was east, and he could check it with his watch. He angled his wrist and the watch face so that the hour hand pointed at the sun, and then drew a line in his mind’s eye between the hour hand and the twelve o’clock mark. That way was south, so he could turn ninety degrees to his left and see that he had estimated pretty well exactly.

      “That way,” he said. It was right across the snow field. Jonas squinted in that direction and shrugged.

      “So, we go.”

      They set off across the snow field, past the gully where they had spent the night, trudging urgently to make some ground up before the car returned down the track.

      As soon as they were out of sight of the van and the track, Beck stopped and looked up the snow face to his left. The way Storkittel bulged, he couldn’t see all the way up to the peak. What he could see was smooth fields of snow, spread like thick icing sugar over the slopes above them.

      “What's up, Beck?”

      “What angle would you say that slope is?”

      “Angle?” Jonas asked, baffled. He tilted his head. “I don’t know. Thirty degrees? Thirty-five?”

      “Exactly,” Beck said grimly, “and between thirty and forty degrees is one of the worst angles for avalanches.”

      “Ah.” Jonas looked quickly up at the snow above them, as if it might choose any moment to leap off the mountainside and come hurtling down at them. Then he looked up the track, torn between the risk of avalanche country and the woman who would be hunting them.

      But he was right to be cautious. Beck had never been in an avalanche, but he had watched one from a distance and he had seen the aftermath. A hundred thousand tons of snow, swooping downhill at over two hundred kilometres per hour. And contrary to what the movies said, it wasn’t just loud noises that set them off. It could be as simple as the sun melting a key patch of snow.

      Beck and Jonas were standing in a relatively thick drift of angled snow slope. Beck knelt down to scoop out a small pair of parallel trenches in the snow. Then he did the same again, at a different angle so that the tops and bottoms of the two trenches were joined. He had effectively dug out a square trench with a raised centre section.

      “What is that?” Jonas asked with fascination.

      “Avalanche trench.” Beck rested his forearms in the first two trenches and bent his wrists at right angles so that his fingers could intertwine in front of the centre section. Then he pulled back, as hard as he could. The centre section stayed where it was. He breathed a sigh of relief.

      “I learnt this when I stayed with a Sami tribe,” he said. “If this was avalanche territory, the snow would be loose and I’d have been able to pull the middle bit away. But it isn’t, so it’s probably safe — for now. But if that woman is smart she’s going to find our tracks in this deep snow.” He stood up and looked behind them at their footprints in the snow.

      “You think she could track us?” Jonas asked nervously.

      “Yes,” Beck said simply, “always assume the worst when it comes to survival — but hope for the best,” he added with a smile.

      Within the last year, he had had to track someone across Australia’s Kimberley desert — and if he, an amateur, could do that in a desert then he was sure an expert could do it here in the snow.

      He turned to go, and flinched by instinct as a shadow flitted rapidly across the snow towards him. But a second later the high pitched peal of a raptor came down out of the air above them. They both looked up.

      “Eagle? Buzzard?” Beck asked. Jonas squinted thoughtfully.

      “This high — probably an eagle. We’ll get other types when we get down to lower ground.”

      “Mm.” Beck thought.

      This was the raptors’ home territory, the place they belonged to by right — the clear air for them to soar in and the hundreds of square kilometres of ground below.

      But, what had Jonas said the day before? The harsh environment drove the prey animals out to look for food, and it was then that the raptors came hunting …

      They had to remember that this wasn’t just about them. Somehow Dr Winslow had to be told that his organisation had been infiltrated, and Jonas’s family had to be warned that professional hitmen were on their trail, and the authorities had to be informed.

      The people after them would do all they could to prevent that from happening. Right now, Jonas’s words pretty well described their own situation. They were the prey and the hunters were out for blood.
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      For a long time the only sound was their feet crunching in the snow. Their tracks were like marking a large arrow in the snow labelled ‘here they are’, pointed directly at their heads, Beck thought.

      Every step broke through a tiny crust of ice on the ground. The sound was dry and lifeless, like the air that blew in their faces. All the moisture in it had frozen out, and what was left would slowly freeze-dry them as they walked. Already Beck’s lips were tingling and they tasted of dry leather when he ran his tongue over them. How long since either of them had last drunk something? Too long.

      Beck shrugged the pack off his back and swung it round to his front without breaking step, so that he could pull the water flask out. They took turns to drain it, and Beck thought it was a sign of how dehydrated they already were that a litre of water disappeared into each of them with barely a pause.

      “Refill,” he said. Now he did stop, only briefly, to kneel and scoop the empty flask full of snow, before screwing the topper back on and stuffing it inside his coat, and setting off again. “Before long, it’ll have melted into lovely clean water all over again. We’re going to need at least two litres a day, and we should make extra sure we don’t dehydrate up here. But there’ll be plenty of water down below.”

      “This is Sweden,” Jonas agreed. His face was set and determined but he let out a smidgen of pride. “Ten percent of it is lakes.” He cast an eye around them. “Or we could just eat the snow? It’s only water in a different form.”

      “Yeah, frozen water,” Beck explained. “We could eat it but the reality is that it will just give us cold burns on our lips and mouth, like the worst ulcer ever. No, we’ll have to wait. But meanwhile — breakfast!”

      Jonas’s face lit up as Beck pulled out the sandwich and the apples from the pack. They divided the food between them, still on the move. Jonas’s portion disappeared entirely, and in seconds. Beck kept steadily working his way through his half of the sandwich, chewing every mouthful, hoping to get as much energy out of it as he could.

      “There were biscuits too…” Jonas pointed out.

      “Later,” Beck said firmly. “There’ll be plenty to eat down in the forest, but until we’re off the mountain we’ll conserve supplies.” He had to laugh at Jonas’s unhappy look. “Green Force is all about conservation, anyway!”

      “Conservation also means staying alive, Beck!” Jonas replied dryly.

      After that they concentrated on walking. It wasn’t just the snow that made it tiring on the legs. They were heading downhill, so every step came down a little lower than the last one, and it sent an extra little shock up the leg. Beck was doubly glad their kidnappers had thought to include their outdoor gear, even if it had only been so they could literally get away with murder. Making this trip in his indoor shoes, melted snow soaking into his feet with every step, did not bear thinking about. He focused on the knowledge that every step took them further down Storkittel and closer to the forest below, and once they were off the snow, there would be less of a trail for anyone to follow.

      They angled around the steeper parts of the slope, Beck always trying to find the compromise between the easiest ground to walk on and the route they needed to take, sticking to eastwards as much as possible. But then they came to a section that they simply couldn’t avoid.

      A sheer slope of snow and ice cut across their path, dropping fifty metres to a pile of jumbled boulders. It was like a gash in the mountainside. On the other side, only about ten metres away, Storkittel’s gentle incline resumed — but for those few key metres, the angle had to be something like forty degrees or more. One wrong step and they would skid straight down into those boulders, unable to brake their fall.

      They stood on the edge, looked down, looked up. The slope ended another fifty metres above them, in a sheer wall of rock. Up above them, the wind had carved a cornice — something like a wave of overhanging snow, a smooth, curved half-tunnel which could be lethal if it decided to collapse onto them.

      He peered down, and then back the way they had come, and ahead. Retracing their steps until they could find another way around would just cost them valuable time and run the risk of bumping slap bang into those pursuing them, if the woman had picked up their footprints.

      “We just have to do this quickly,” he said. He pulled the rope from his pack and swiftly tied a large bowline loop in either end. One loop went under his arms, the other under Jonas’s.

      “Sit down,” he told his friend. “Dig your heels in and face forward. And then—”

      “And then, if you fall, I catch you. Got it.”

      Jonas set his face — the look he got when he was going to do something he wasn’t looking forward to — and plonked himself down in the snow. He kicked his heels in, one at a time, and took a firm hold of the rope. “Okay, go.”

      And so Beck leaned onto the first part of the slope, resting his hands against the snow and kicking his right foot hard into the compacted snow. It sank in as far as his instep, creating a foothold. He stepped out, right foot supported and left foot hanging over the drop until he kicked that one in as well. Now he was a good two metres away from Jonas, and if the snow gave way then Jonas holding him was his only hope to save him from the rocks fifty metres below.

      So, he told himself, try not to fall…
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      And so he sidled slowly down — kicking out with first his right foot, then bringing his left foot next to it, kick out with right foot again — kick by kick, with the rope paying out slowly behind him. Half way across his legs were aching — but with the angle of the slope, he could just bend his knees and rest his lower legs from knee to ankle flat against the slope. Then he carried on, and five minutes later he was safely across the steep ice slope.

      “Now you,” he called. “Step where I stepped, that way you know the snow is still strong under you. With your two feet and two hands, make sure three of them are always still and you only move one of them at a time.”

      He sat down and braced himself as Jonas had done. Jonas hesitated, then visibly gathered his courage up and set out.

      Jonas took a lot longer to do it. He moved slower than Beck, and he didn’t quite have the confidence to move his right leg as far out each time so that he had to kick a fresh toe hold every second step. Every time he did, he flashed a proud smile that seemed to say, ‘wow, look what I did!’

      Beck waited patiently, legs braced and ready to take the weight should Jonas fall. He could feel the cold seeping into his backside even through his waterproof, insulated snow trousers. There was no point trying to make Jonas hurry. The other boy had never done this before, and trying to force anything was the best way to invite disaster.

      But eventually Jonas was standing safely beside him, breathing more heavily than before, but Beck could now stand up again. He started to coil the rope up so that he could put it back into the pack.

      “Is it possible to book natural obstacles in advance?” Jonas asked. “If so, I’d like to cancel any more things like that.”

      “Sorry, customer service requires five days’ notice.”

      Beck gave the water flask a check and found that most of the snow had melted. He gave the flask a good shake and by the time the contents had settled it only held clear water. They drank and ate a couple more biscuits, before Beck filled the flask up with more snow and they could set off again.

      “It’s getting warmer,” Jonas commented. He opened the zip of his coat a little to make the point — a wise move, Beck thought, to let sweat ventilate naturally rather than freeze on him.

      “It should,” he said. “About three degrees for every three hundred metres we descend, if I remember right.”

      Jonas looked down the slope towards the rolling, snow-free land below them.

      “It should be much better going also down there, then. I’ll look forward to getting off this mountain.”

      “Off the snow,” Beck agreed. It couldn’t happen soon enough.

      “Walking on the flat…”

      But Storkittel had one more surprise to throw at them.
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      “Wait!”

      Beck put up a hand to stop Jonas and the other boy looked at him in surprise.

      “Va?”

      Beck just nodded at what lay ahead. The ground dipped suddenly in front of them, and then there was a few hundred metres of flat, rumpled white ahead of them. Jonas looked at it blankly.

      “More snow. So what?”

      “It’s not snow.”

      Maybe Jonas couldn’t see the difference, but Beck could. It was distinctly different terrain — a band, in fact, that came down from above, to their right, and carried on down to their left as far as he could see.

      “It’s the glacier,” Beck said. “It looks solid, and it mostly is — but there’ll also be places where the snow is just a thin crust over a crevasse. And a crevasse here could mean a sheer drop, maybe fifty, sixty metres deep, and it’s invisible until you fall into it.”

      “Ah.”

      Jonas looked with more respect at the Storkittel glacier, the massive river of ice that blocked their path.

      “Well…” He was obviously having a struggle in his mind. On the one hand, he knew — because he had heard — about the dangers of glaciers. On the other, he could see one in front of him and… well, it looked okay. “We couldn’t just — you know — walk very carefully…?”

      “We could — but if anything went wrong we die.” Beck shrugged the pack of his back and pulled the rugs out, to get at the length of rope underneath. Jonas looked like he understood.

      “Aha! I see. Like when we climbed across that slope, we tie ourselves together…”

      “And if one of falls into a crevasse, then the second person should in principle be able to stop that fall. Well, in principle.” Beck said again.

      Beck tied a bowline around Jonas' waist and then measured out about five or six metres of rope and then tied the rope around his own waist. The rest of the line he coiled around his shoulders, like a climber.

      There were ready to go.

      “You lead the way Jonas, and then I can be your anchor if anything happens. But take your time and tread softly.”

      And so, the two boys moved cautiously out onto the glacier, testing each step carefully before putting their weight on it.

      Neither of them spoke. This wasn’t a time for chat — it was for concentrating, keeping an eye on the snow in front, scanning for the slightest clue as to what lay beneath. A dimple, an unusually smooth patch, a concave trench that was just a little lower than the snow around it…

      It was midday now so the sun was directly above them. Beck knew this wasn’t a good time of day to be crossing a glacier.

      First of all the sun would have heated up the snow by now making it weaker, but also because the sun didn’t cast any shadows across any depressions in the snow. Early in the day even gentle dips in the snow, where it sagged across crevasses, would stand out much clearer with a shadow. At midday it all just looked white and dead flat. Beck knew that was deceptive. But they had no choice. They had to keep moving.

      “Hey.” Jonas spoke suddenly, quietly. “I think this could be one. Right in front of me. What do I do?”

      Both of them had stopped. Beck peered over at the snow in front of his friend. He couldn’t see anything from where he was. Beck kicked himself for not having given Jonas the crowbar before setting out. If he had then Jonas could prod the snow to see if there was anything below the surface or not. If Beck walked over to Jonas with it, that would just miss the point of having the length of rope between them in the first place.

      “What does it look like?”

      “It’s sort of curved, downwards, a couple of centimetres.”

      “Okay, that could be one…” The crevasse would have formed as the glacier stretched and flexed beneath it, leaving the crust of snow on top. That crust would now be unsupported, and sagging. “Lie down where you’re standing — don’t move forward. Spread your weight, then reach forward and hit the snow gently with your hand.”

      Beck was pretty sure that Jonas wasn’t standing directly on a crevasse, because he hadn’t fallen, so he would be safe in that position. And if there was a crevasse ahead, then hitting the crust in front of him would make it crumble, and hopefully reveal the direction the crevasse was taking. Then they would know which way to go to get around it.

      So Jonas lay down, reached out tentatively, and prodded the ground. Nothing happened. He tried again, a little harder. All that happened was his wrist sank into the snow to the depth of his fingers.

      “False alarm. Sorry.” Jonas clambered to his feet again and took a step back. “I— Yah!”

      And suddenly he wasn’t there.
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      Beck was ripped off his feet and flung forward a couple of metres as the weight of Jonas falling pulled him forward — and then suddenly the rope stopped, dead. At the same time Beck heard a pained “oof!” come out of the hole in the snow that had just appeared where the crust had collapsed.

      Other bits of the crust crumbled away in either direction, revealing more of the crevasse that had swallowed Jonas up.

      It ran at right angles to the path of the glacier, parallel to the route the boys had been taking. It had been lurking right beside Jonas, not in front of him at all, and he had stepped sideways into it.

      Beck fought to shift his body round into a rough sitting position where he could hold the rope better.

      Then he heard a shout. “Beck? Beck!”

      Jonas’s voice came out of the hole, rising in panic, which made Beck close his eyes in relief. It didn’t sound like the voice of a boy who had been badly hurt — just frightened.

      “It’s ok. Keep calm. I’ve got you!”

      The rope had done its job. With the weight of Jonas at one end, the rope had cut a slice into the raw ice of the glacier, running through and then up and along to where Beck strained against the weight of his friend.

      Beck dug his heels in and leant against the strain.

      “Just get me out!”

      The crevasse had sheer, almost vertical sides of blue-grey ice. It looked to be about thirty metres deep. Without the rope, the fall would have killed Jonas outright. Even if somehow it hadn’t, it would have broken his legs for sure, and then death would have followed with Jonas unable to move.

      Jonas was dangling with his head about two metres below the level of the glacier. The loop was tight around his waist and he clutched the rope with both hands. His feet scrabbled at the side of the glacier, barely to get a purchase. He levered himself up a very short distance, his toes jammed hard into a minute crack in the side of the crevasse. His upturned face was red and frustrated.

      “It’s really tight and the rope is too thin to climb.”

      “Okay.” Beck could hear his laboured breathing, and it wasn’t just the effort of climbing. Hanging like he was, with the rope cutting into his torso, Beck knew Jonas would be in excruciating pain. Leave it too long and Jonas would suffocate as the rope pulled up and tight against his chest.
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      “Hold tight Jonas, I’ve got a plan,” Beck shouted at the crevasse where Jonas hung suspended beneath the lip.

      Beck dug his heels even deeper into the snow and slowly reached to the rope that was coiled around his chest and removed it. The rope to Jonas was still drum tight from Beck’s waist to Jonas down in the crevasse, but the rest of the coil Beck carefully unravelled from his body.

      Beck was panting hard and he knew that both of them were on borrowed time.

      He uncoiled the last of the rope and quickly started to tie small loops in the rope every foot or so. He reckoned he had about eight metres of rope but by the time had tied a few loops into it the rope was only about four metres long. Just enough to reach Jonas, Beck calculated.

      Both boys were struggling now to breath, Jonas was having the air squeezed from his lungs hanging in the rope tied around his waist and Beck’s rope dug agonisingly into his hips like a cheese wire.

      Beck then coiled the rope and prepared to throw it towards the crevasse, but doing so in such an awkward seated position whilst being half pulled into crevasse himself wasn’t easy work.

      He would have to throw it at least four metres and bang on target if Jonas stood any chance of reaching it.

      “This is going to be tough, Jonas, but you can do it, I know you can.” Beck shouted. “I’m going to throw some extra rope. You have got to catch it then use all your strength, leg and arms to haul and climb your way up to the lip. Okay, my friend?” Beck tried to sound as calm and reassuring as he could, but he knew they would only get one shot at this before either he was dragged into the crevasse as well or Jonas became too weak to haul himself up.Beck took a deep breath, took aim and there the coil at the empty crevasse.

      The rope uncoiled and flew through the air and landed just to the left of where Jonas was hanging.

      Jonas bit his lip, and launched himself to the right to grab the end of it as it flicked down against the icy wall of the crevasse.

      “Got it!” Jonas shouted. And with superhuman strength he placed his hand through the first loop in the rope, dug his feet against the ice and hauled himself up. With a grunt of effort, Jonas managed to get his elbow over the lip and then kick and wriggle his chest up and over as well. Then the rest of his body and he lay on the edge of the snow crevasse heaving and spluttering for air. He was out.

      “Oof.” He stood slowly and flexed his arms. “And thank you.”

      “Any time! Good strength Jonas. I wasn’t sure how much longer I was going to be able to hold you.”

      “Let’s not have to repeat that again, Beck.” Jonas added with a smile. “Look, my legs are shaking like leaves. That’s not good for you, I am sure.” Beck smiled back and started to recoil the rope around his shoulders.

      Beck pulled his gloves back on and squinted down at the crevasse, noting its direction while he shook some feeling back into his hands. Blood returned to his extremities feeling like someone was pouring hot metal down his bones. “Okay, so if we go this way, we’ll miss it. Now, let’s get off this ice.”

      “Very glad to,” Jonas assured him. “Very glad to.”

      And so they pressed on, testing, probing with each step.

      Ironic, Beck thought, that Kolberg had wanted to dump them into the glacier in the first place. They could still do his work for him, if they weren’t careful. Vanish into a crack and not be seen again for a hundred years…

      And round about now, he thought with a pang, back in England, Al was probably waking up to the news that his nephew had gone missing. For all Al knew, Beck really was at the bottom of a glacier. It made as much sense as any other theory.

      I’m here, Al, he thought as hard as he could. Alive and well and on my way…
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      They only relaxed again when they were off the ice for good. The edge of the glacier grated against bare rock and they had to jump over a small ditch, no more than a metre wide. And then they were on solid ground.

      “Rock,” Jonas said, giving the ground a relieved kick. “Not snow.”

      “We must be close to the edge of the snowline,” Beck agreed. “Storkittel’s over two thousand metres high — I’d guess we’ve come down a good kilometre.”

      He looked back the way they had come. There was no sign of anyone following them — and even if the woman did come this far, she would have to cross the glacier unassisted. That should slow her down.

      He tapped the last of the biscuits out of their packet, one for each of them.

      “Just time to celebrate with these,” he announced.

      For once Jonas studied his biscuit rather than pop it straight in.

      “Are you sure?” Beck shot him a quick look to check he wasn’t joking. He wasn’t. “I mean, sure I could eat the whole packet right now, but we don’t have much food…”

      “No, and we’re not going to until we reach Riksliden.” Beck told him. “We’re just going to have to graze on what we can along the way. I am hoping that once we’re down in the trees, I’ll find us something. So, come on. Eat up.”

      Jonas didn’t have to be told again. The biscuit disappeared in a couple of bites. They each washed their snack down with some more water before they pressed on.

      There was still snow on this side, more of it than bare ground, but it wasn’t long before more dark patches of bare rock and matted grass started to appear, dotted like the spots on a giant Dalmatian. Soon, the dark patches were bigger than the snow. They really had reached the bottom limit of Storkittel’s snow cap.

      It was a relief on the feet, now that they could tread directly onto something solid, and the snow was no longer sucking the warmth out of their bodies through their soles. The sunlight no longer reflected off the ice straight into their eyes like a laser. And they weren’t leaving a trail, which to Beck was the best thing of all.

      Though — he had to force himself to admit it — that might not mean too much. The woman had looked like she knew what she was doing. Tracking might be another of her skills. And you track with more than just obvious snow footprints. They had to press on. They had to assume she could do almost anything.

      They came to the first trees — spruces, standing alone like big shaggy Christmas trees. It wasn’t what Beck would have called a forest — more like a few trees had decided to have a get-together. The snow was almost a distant memory but patches still lingered among them. The ground underfoot turned to soil beneath a thin layer of pine needles.

      “This is more like it!”

      Jonas had a fresh spring in his step, as if Riksliden was just a short stroll away. He was about to walk over one of the patches of snow, when Beck suddenly called, “Wait!”

      Jonas froze, one foot up.

      “Va?”

      “You can put your foot down, just not there…” Beck picked up a fallen branch and hurried forward. The snow Jonas had been about to walk on was like a mound, with a dip in the ground on either side. Beck gave it a prod with the branch, and it tumbled away. The low ground on either side was a ditch, a natural hollow, and the snow had been a thin bridge across it. Jonas would have fallen about a metre — still enough for a sprained ankle or even a broken leg.

      Jonas looked at it in disgust. Then he turned and looked up at the mountain peak behind them.

      “Nice try, Storkittel, nice try! But that’s the last of its little tricks, I expect. Ja?”

      “Hmm.” Beck pulled a face. “Maybe.”

      It might be the last of Storkittel’s tricks… but there was plenty of wilderness still ahead of them. And once they were out of that, they would be in a whole new wilderness — the wrong side of human civilisation, where Beck didn’t know a whole lot more than Jonas about surviving. It would be brand new territory for both of them.

      Beck was still bewildered by what had happened — questions sprang up in his mind about why the men had tried to kill them, what they were doing in Medics Around the World, and of course there was the urgent need to warn Dr Winslow and Jonas’s parents that they could be in danger. But they couldn’t discover the answers to these now. They had to keep focused on their immediate situation.

      “At least, out here…” Jonas seemed to be working it out for himself. “Everything follows rules. You know how to get across a glacier. That is just knowing how to apply physics. But where we are going…”

      “Where we’re going, they make up their own rules, and we have to work out what they are,” Beck agreed softly. Jonas simply nodded, nervously acknowledging the terrifying challenge that lay ahead.

      The ground in front of them rose in a gentle curve so that they were actually walking up, to a shallow ridge a couple of metres higher than they were. Then they crested it, and both stopped short at the scene of destruction below them.
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      Jonas whistled.

      They were looking down at what had been the edge of forest. An invisible force had smashed its way through the line of fir trees and carved out a trench of stripped and shattered trees a hundred metres across. It stretched downhill for a good half kilometre before the normal tree growth resumed.

      They both immediately looked uphill.

      “Avalanche?” Jonas asked.

      “Avalanche,” Beck agreed. “Going so fast it overshot the snowline, came down here, trashed the forest — and melted.”

      They made their way slowly down, picking their way between smashed trees and jagged, spiked stumps. The smell of pine resin leaking out from broken tree trunks was thick in the air.

      “So we’re okay?”

      Beck thought. How long ago had the avalanche happened? How long did the slopes take to regenerate? The snow had mostly gone from the ground, so it had been at least a few days, but the broken trees still smelled fresh.

      “We should be ok,” he decided. There hadn’t been any heavy falls in the last week. “All the surplus snow will have gone with it and it won’t have been replaced yet — it won’t be avalanching here for a while.”

      Jonas’s nose wrinkled.

      “Something smells bad.”

      “Hey, don’t look at me.” Beck could pick it up too. Something in the air was thick and rank. And then they saw the flash of dark red — scarlet verging on black — that stood out against the background of brown and green and white. It was — or had been — a reindeer. A real reindeer, Beck thought: a snorting, steaming wild animal, not a cartoon on a Christmas card with a glowing red nose and cuddly antlers. This was the real deal.

      “Poor thing,” Jonas whispered.

      It had been the size of a cow, with a pair of antlers like tree branches that would have been brutal if they were charging towards you. Its fur was dark and shaggy, and its left shoulder was a massive impact crater where dead black blood oozed and flies buzzed. Its stomach was bloated so that the fur was pressed tight against the skin, which meant it had been dead some time and its insides were filling with gas as they rotted.

      “It must have got caught in the avalanche,” Beck said. “Didn’t have a chance.”

      It was a sad end to a majestic creature. But, now it was dead, there was no point being sentimental and he could immediately see two things that would be of use to a pair of survivors. He took the knife from his pocket and began to probe at the massive shoulder wound with the blade.

      “What are you doing…?” Jonas asked with fascination.

      “Keeping my promise… Got it.”

      Jonas gagged; Beck grimaced without humour. He had flicked away a clot of dead blood, and the flesh beneath it was crawling with maggots — white, segmented grubs, crawling and wriggling, some lifting up their heads and looking blindly around. Actions speak louder than words and Beck knew Jonas would need convincing, so he picked one up between thumb and forefinger, bit the head off, spat it out and swallowed the body.

      He gulped it down whole, rather than chew it — this was a creature that had been feasting on rotten meat and he didn’t want its innards splattering into his mouth. Then he pulled a smile.

      “Try some?” he offered. Jonas did nothing of the sort but watched Beck pick off another, too horrified even to give his usual “Va?”

      “Jonas, we need to keep eating,” Beck told him. “We’re burning calories as we walk and even more just to keep us warm, so we need to keep topping up. We can’t eat the reindeer’s meat — it’ll be rotten by now — but maggots are excellent. They’re eighty percent protein — and if you want to compare it, beef is only twenty percent — and they’re massive on calories.”

      Jonas reluctantly put out a hand when Beck passed him a maggot of his own. “You know these things are just baby flies?”

      “Yeah, but they’re easier to catch this way. Take a couple,” Beck advised. He checked his watch — coming up for 1pm. “Tell yourself it’s lunch, if that helps.” He took a couple more for himself, to match actions to words. Then, while Jonas overcame his aversion to eating baby flies, he cleaned out the wound, getting as many maggots as he could and zipping them into one of his pockets.

      He stepped back and looked thoughtfully at the body of the reindeer. In particular, at its coat.

      “Shall we keep going?” Jonas said hopefully.

      Beck ran the figures in his head again — the mental calculation of the time they had gained versus the time they would lose if they did what he had in mind, and was it worth it?

      Add it all to the fact they would be spending another night outdoors, and he decided it was.

      “We’re not going to get another opportunity like this,” he said, “and you need to take every opportunity that comes.”

      “An opportunity for what?”

      “To get a natural fur cloak that’s waterproofed with oils and about a hundred times better than the artificial rugs we brought with us.”

      “They weren’t bad,” Jonas protested.

      “No, but this will be even better.”

      He took out the knife again. Jonas gaped.

      “You’re going to skin it?”

      “Yup…” Beck smiled thinly. “Have some more maggots while you wait?”

      But then the smile faded, because this wasn’t a joke, this was survival. He was going to give some real meaning to the reindeer’s death and he owed it the courtesy of doing it with dignity.

      “Better step back,” he advised. “This could get messy.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Beck cut an incision over the reindeer’s abdomen, very carefully, so as not to puncture the gas-swollen guts. Everything was stretched so tight that the tiniest prick would make the contents spurt out, all over him and Jonas, and also all over the fur, which he wanted to keep as dry and clean as possible.

      Once he had the incision the right length, from its throat down to its genitals, he could push his fingers between skin and flesh, feeling the skin as a distinct layer over the smooth, slippery, solid mass that was the deer’s meat, ridged with muscles and bones beneath. He made his hand into a fist and pushed it between the skin and flesh, rolling his hand as he did so. Just the pressure of his knuckles against the skin-flesh join was enough to separate the two. Bit by bit he could work his way up and down the body on either side.

      Jonas helped him turn the body over when he needed to get at the other side. Finally he used the knife to cut it away from the legs and the neck — and he had the cloak that he intended. He held it up triumphantly. One side was the deer’s natural fur, the other was a pale, creamy layer of skin and fat, marbled here and there with streaks of red.

      “Okay, it’s stinky, but you’ll notice the difference when we camp tonight, I promise.”

      “Let’s get out of here,” Jonas muttered. He was already walking. Beck laid the fur down on the ground so that he could roll it up tight enough to go in the pack, and while he did that his eyes settled on something else.

      Instinct made him glance back the way they had come — the direction the woman would approach from, if she was going to come. Or maybe it would be the direction from which they would come — she might have called up reinforcements.

      There were so many unknowns. He wished he could read her mind, wherever she was — know what she was doing, what she was planning, whether she had presumed they were dead or whether she was hunting them down. Plan for the worst, he remembered.

      “Hey!” he called. “Want some food that isn’t maggots?”

      Jonas promptly wheeled about.

      “Always.”

      Beck had gone over to the nearest smashed tree and was exploring the exposed crown of roots. He snapped off a strand that was the length of his arm, slightly thicker than his finger, and Jonas’s face fell.

      “So now we eat the trees?”

      “Just the roots.” Beck wiped dirt off the strand and bit into the end of it. It crunched, with a texture a bit like celery, and it unsurprisingly tasted of wood. “Vital calories in these. In fact, most bits of a pine tree are edible — but the roots in particular, and we can gather up a good supply here, since the avalanche has very kindly done us the job of digging them up.”

      “Oh, yes. Very kind,” Jonas agreed, rolling his eyes, but he helped Beck gather together a good handful that they could carry in the pack’s side pouches, and Beck noticed him stuffing a couple more roots into his coat pocket for later use.

      Beck kept one that he chewed on quietly as they picked their way down the slope, away from the dead reindeer and through the path of the avalanche.

      It was easier once they were back into the proper forest, where they could walk between trees and not have to negotiate fallen branches.

      “Hey, mushrooms!” Jonas said hopefully. A cluster of orange discs clung to the trunk of a tree that they passed.

      “Only if you know for a fact they’re okay,” Beck told him. “Something like eighty percent are poisonous — so best not to risk. We’ve got enough for the time being.”

      More light showed through the trees up ahead, which suggested that the forest ended there. And sure enough it did — as did the ground. The shoulder of Storkittel that they had been walking on came to an abrupt drop. Jonas peered over the edge, down a hundred metres of sheer rock.

      “We climb?” he asked, and his tone made it clear that he dreaded what the answer might be. For a moment, Beck was actually tempted. It might be the quicker option.

      “Let’s see if it gets easier later on,” he suggested, and Jonas breathed a silent sigh of relief. There was no point in risking their necks if it turned out they could just walk down further along.

      They turned left, because that was the direction that kept them more on their course of due east, and walked.

      And soon found that maybe they should have turned right…
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      The fast flowing stream had gouged a gully several metres deep through the rock, right across their way, before running out over the edge in a waterfall almost 40 metres high.

      “Walk across?” Jonas said — very, very doubtfully. Beck shook his head. They weren’t even going to try. The gully was a slippery tube of rock, water, snow, ice and moss — they would be swept to their deaths as sure as eggs were eggs.

      And besides, in the corner of his eye he had seen what Jonas hadn’t. Straight lines, which when it comes to nature is very uncommon. To Beck that meant something man-made...

      “Hopefully no need,” he said, and walked a few metres back up the length of the gully.

      “Oh no…” Jonas groaned when he saw what had attracted Beck’s attention.

      It was the faint remains of an old rope bridge — or rather, what looked like one. Once it had been a pair of ropes strung from one side to the other, with planks of wood hung between to tread on.

      Now the planks were gone and it was just a pair of ropes covered in mould and moss. Beck took hold of one and tugged on it experimentally. It was old, but it felt secure. Kind of.

      “We could just go a little further up, cross there?” Jonas said hopefully. But his eyes answered his own question. Further upstream, the land grew steeper and the gully was maybe thirty metres or more deep. And no obvious way across.

      “Or back…?” He trailed off and answered his own question again. “No. Not with…” Beck could finish it in his head. Not with her potentially on their tail. That thought was the constant pressure driving them, always pushing them on, even more so than the need to reach the authorities and warn their friends.

      “Plus we could just end up bouncing back and forth along the ridge, trying to find the best way down,” he added. “We’ve got to keep going. And if this bridge is here, that means someone before us decided this was the best way. I’ll go first.”

      It needed planning. The ropes were wet and slippery after who knew how long in the harsh arctic elements, so Beck gave them several sharp jerks, tugging them in every direction he could. Eventually he was confident they should hold his weight — but they would still be impossible to keep a grip on. First though he cut a short length from his rope, and tied it round his waist in a bowline with short tail hanging down in front of him. Then he carefully undid one of his shoe-laces from his boots.

      Jonas looked at him quizzically.

      “Please tell me you aren’t going to do some ninja magic with that shoelace!” he asked.

      “You said it.” Beck replied.

      Beck then tied the two ends of the lace together and then wrapped the loop round and round the old handling rope.

      “This is called a prusik,” Beck explained. “As I move across the bridge I can slide the lace along the rope, but if the thick rope breaks and I fall, the lace will then bite into the rope as it suddenly gets pulled tight under tension. Clever?”

      “Precarious if you ask me,” Jonas replied.

      “I’ve used it many times climbing,” Beck replied, “just never with a shoe lace. Normally you use a thin bit of rope for this. But it will still work, I reckon.”

      Beck then threaded the tail of rope in front of him and tied it to the loops in the improvised prusik that wrapped around the handling.

      Beck now knew if the rope snapped then at least the prusik should save him. It would be undignified and uncomfortable, but it wouldn’t be a non-stop, lethal drop straight into the fast flowing stream.

      Beck hoisted himself up onto one of the bridge ropes, face first, lying flat along it. The rope ran under his chest and between his legs, and he had one knee bent so that one foot was also hooked over it. The other leg would work as his counter-balance on the line. It was as steady a position as he could take without just dropping down and hanging under it. He steadied himself, then he began to pull himself forward.

      It was ok at first, because the ground was only a metre below him. But then it abruptly fell away and he was staring straight down at the raging water.

      It concentrated the mind. One hundred per cent. He reached out ahead, always keeping his fingers wrapped around the rope, and pulled himself forward. Every second of the way, he had to readjust himself, sensing his balance, stabilising his body, pushing with his leg to ease himself along the rope. He tried not to let all his weight go onto his chest as that restricted his breathing and he needed to be calm and strong if he was going to make this.

      Reach, pull, reach, pull… The slipperiness of the rope meant that the strands slid easily beneath him, but it also meant he could slip off sideways at any time, so every muscle in his body was tensed to maintain his balance.

      It was a Tyrolean traverse, a technique used by both climbers and hunters to cross a gorge with a rope — though it was always done with proper equipment, he thought grimly. Reach, pull… But someone — presumably someone in the Tyrol — must have been the first to do this, and they wouldn’t have had modern gear. They’d have had to do it like this. Respect to that man, Beck thought.

      Reach, pull…

      The stream slowly slid past below him, and then suddenly there was solid ground in front of him again and he could finally swing his legs down and rest his exhausted arms.

      “Wow. I was running out of strength at the end there. I think we are getting more tired than we realise, Jonas. Go easy on this and keep your balance!” he called as he unfastened his improvised prusik safety line.

      Beck then wrapped up the lace and the short length of rope he had used around his waist, and carefully threw it with all his might back across the narrow gorge. Jonas picked it up and tried to copy how Beck had fastened them both.

      “Take your time, Jonas. Remember, to make the bowline, make a loop, then think of the end of the rope as a rabbit: it comes out of the hole, round the tree and back down the hole. You got it. Now make it tight around you.”

      Jonas carefully repeated Beck’s words under his breath. ‘Make a loop, then the end of the rope is like a rabbit: out of the hole, round the tree and back down the hole.’

      Beck continued: “And three turns of the prusik should be enough, then tie your bit of rope to it carefully.”

      “Okay. Come on over!”

      Jonas lay on top of the rope with a lot more caution. He promptly lost balance and swung around it so that he was hanging upside down.

      “Shoot!”

      Fortunately, there was still ground beneath him. Beck closed and opened his eyes while Jonas stood up and tried again.

      “You have to concentrate all the time,” he called. “Always be feeling where your body is, what it’s about to do…”

      But Jonas had a set look that said he was concentrating, and Beck knew that sometimes the worst thing you can do is keep bombarding someone with advice, so he shut up. He wasn’t in Jonas’s body; he didn’t know what information his friend’s senses were sending to his brain.

      At a speed that makes glaciers look fast, Jonas shuffled along the rope. A quarter of the way, halfway…

      Movement beyond him caught Beck’s eye. He glanced up instinctively, and suddenly his heart was pounding with the urgent need to flee, now.

      Coming out of the trees, unseen by Jonas, striding purposefully towards them and with a hunting rifle slung over her back, was the woman.
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      “Um—”

      Beck bit back the word. He wanted to yell at Jonas, “Hurry!”

      But if he did that, he had no doubt Jonas would fall straight off the rope. Okay, his safety line would catch him; he wouldn’t fall to his death in a torrent that took him over the edge of the mountain. But he would be a sitting duck to someone with a rifle.

      The only thing Beck could do was will him on, silently, trying to shift his friend with the power of his mind. Casually, without making any fuss about it, he swung his pack off his back and reached into it for the knife. At the same time, he eased his body behind the tree he had been holding onto, and crouched down low.

      ‘Come on, Jonas. Just get across.’ Beck whispered to himself.

      Still, Jonas inched his way over, and the woman was approaching. And then she shouted.

      “Hey!”

      Jonas froze.

      “What was that?”

      “Oh, uh…” Beck began helplessly. Jonas’s eyes went wide.

      “It’s her, isn’t it?”

      Jonas abruptly sped up, reaching, pulling, reaching, pulling, and then the thing that Beck had dreaded happened.

      Jonas’s balance went, and with a yell, he flipped around the rope so that he was hanging off it again. But he kept his grip, and he kept his legs wrapped around it, so he could keep pulling himself along, goaded on by fear.

      Meanwhile Beck put the knife to the other rope of the bridge, the one Jonas wasn’t using, and started to saw at it.

      He hated to do this. This bridge had been put here to help people. It was meant to be useful and it wasn’t his to destroy. But in this case he didn’t have a choice, and he was sure the bridge builders would understand.

      It only took a few seconds to cut through the strands. The severed rope dropped away, falling into the gorge. And then Jonas was across, able to put his feet down and stand up. Beck immediately started cutting that rope too while Jonas undid his safety line.

      Now the woman was running towards them.

      “Hey! Stop!”

      “I’ll stop when you do…” Beck muttered. The remaining strands of rope parted. Jonas was already several metres away, bouncing impatiently on his feet, and the moment the rope was finished both boys turned and fled. The rifle on her back was foremost in Beck’s mind — bullets travelled much faster than people.

      “Get behind that rock,” he shouted as they ran, his voice jolting with every pounding step that he took. A car-sized lump of bare rock was embedded in the earth and they skidded to a halt on the ground behind it, shielded from view and bullets, chests heaving.

      The woman was still shouting on the other side of the gully but Beck closed his ears to her.

      “Well, at least she won’t get across that stream in a hurry.”

      He peered very carefully around the edge of the rock, careful not to make a target for her rifle, and squinted upstream. Earlier he had noticed that the stream cut its way out of higher ground in a deep gorge.

      The woman would now have to go upstream to find a safe place to cross, and get up onto that high ground...

      “I’d guess we’ve gained an hour, maybe.”

      “An hour! That’s nothing!”

      “Not if we get moving now. And now we know there’s only one of her.”

      That was the one ray of sunshine that came to mind. There didn’t seem to be a whole army after them — just her. But her, plus a rifle — a perfect weapon for picking off targets at a distance.

      Ahead of them, the mountainside curved down so that the horizon seemed to be only a couple of hundred metres ahead. If they pressed on for just a minute, keeping the rock between them and the woman, then they would drop down out of sight altogether.

      “Come on. Let’s get moving. We need to lose her.”

      His words rang in Beck’s ears as they hurried away. They were easy to say but he really didn’t know how to do it. With twenty-four hours’ notice, say, he could probably set up a good dummy trail, or hide their tracks altogether. With an hour’s notice, and the priority being to just hurry, it wasn’t so easy.

      Storkittel solved the problem for them.

      As they dropped down over the curving ground, putting distance between themselves and their pursuer, the rest of the world came into view. Gently undulating ground, still a few hundred metres below them — a patchwork of green trees, grey rock and blue-grey lakes. It looked like they were finally going to get off the mountain.

      But here Storkittel split. The slope grew steeper, and it forked. The ground split in two and headed off in slightly different directions, with a sheer drop between. Beck stood on the edge of the drop and looked down. Both slopes went down to the foot of the mountain, and there was a lake in between both forks of the mountain at the bottom.

      Jonas seemed to read his mind.

      “If we can go down one way, but make her think we went the other…” he said thoughtfully. Beck nodded and smiled grimly.

      “Then when we get to the bottom, there’ll be a lake between us,” he agreed. The lake stretched away for several kilometres, which just made it better.

      “So, how do we make her think that?”

      “I’m thinking,” Beck said, and watched Jonas’s face look at him in anticipation. “Well, we could start down one side, we kick up the ground, we leave plenty of trail to show we went that way, and then we…”

      He glanced down again, and swallowed. This went against every instinct he had been instilled with. Everything you did as a survivor was to get yourself out of danger. You do not put yourself in danger. But this was no ordinary survival situation.

      “And then we climb across,” he said simply. On wet, slippery rocks hundreds of metres above the ground… Beck trailed off nervously.

      Jonas finished his sentence for him.

      “You’re right, Beck. It’s risky but it’s smart. We cross covertly, then we go down the other side.”
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      For the dummy trail they chose the arm of Storkittel that stretched down the left-hand side of the sheer drop. They walked casually down the slope for about a hundred metres or so, stomping heavily and carelessly kicking the turf. That should do it, Beck reckoned.

      “Won’t she notice that our signs just vanished?” Jonas asked when they stopped.

      “Well, it’s not like we’re leaving footprints like on the snow.” Beck looked up the way they had come. “When you’re tracking, you don’t get a constant trail. You just get a series of clues, one by one, and sometimes with a big gap between them. She’ll have enough of a trail to set her off coming down this way and she’ll think we must have carried on.”

      I hope. He was aware this was all assuming they could trick a person who so far had proved fast, accurate and deadly. Beck was feeling less and less certain of the risk to reward ration of what they were about to do.

      But even if she didn’t fall for it completely, they would have bought themselves some more time. She would come this way, and almost certainly go further on down before finally working out that she had been deceived. Then she would have to go back up, and around. And all the while, the two friends would be getting further and further ahead.

      “So,” he said, “let’s do it.” He walked to the edge of the drop and looked across. They were just at the point where the drop changed from incredibly steep, to sheer. If they had gone any further down then they would need proper mountaineering equipment to get across. But here, they could do it with what they had. There were ridges and bumps that should hold their feet and hands, and make it possible to get over.

      He started to pull his rope off from round his chest and shoulder.

      “I’ll go first,” Jonas said unexpectedly. Beck looked at him in surprise and he shrugged. “It will be just as difficult for both of us.”

      “You’re okay with the height?”

      “No,” Jonas said frankly. “But I’ll be staring at the rock in front of me. It can’t be that different to when we climbed across that snow slope. It’s just higher.”

      Beck could see how he had set his jaw, and he could hear the not-quite-tremble in his friend’s voice. But Jonas had a point — ultimately it didn’t make a difference which of them went first.

      “Good work, Jonas,” he said.

      He took one end of the rope around Jonas’s waist, tying it again in a tight bowline, then wrapped the other around a boulder in the ground. The boulder would take Jonas’s weight if he slipped, while Beck paid the line out.

      Jonas moved slowly to the edge, and looked down the drop. And looked some more. And more. Beck began to wonder if maybe he should go first after all…

      But then Jonas stretched a boot out onto the nearest ridge, and transferred his weight, and moved over so that there was nothing but thin air below him. Beck quickly paid out some rope so that it wouldn’t suddenly grow taut and yank his friend off the wall. He kept quiet — no distracting shouts of encouragement or advice.

      Jonas moved again, sidling a little to his left, and again, every step well-thought-about, remembering Beck’s advice back at the ice slope to move only one point of contact — a foot or a hand — at a time. Suddenly his leg started to shudder and he had to stand still, breathing deeply, until the spasms passed and he got it under control again.

      “Got it?” Beck called.

      “Got it…”

      Then suddenly Jonas’s foot slipped. A football-sized chunk of mountainside tumbled away and Jonas fell half a metre. One leg dangled over the drop, the other, firmly planted on an extension of rock, was bent at the knee as far as it would go. Both arms were stretched out above him as he kept his grip on his handholds.

      Then, slowly, Jonas pulled himself up again, all his weight going on the one trembling leg until he had his other foot up and could find another hold. He didn’t look down or back. Without a word, he kept going.

      Beck barely breathed until Jonas was over on the other side. Jonas turned and flashed an enormous, surprised, relieved grin ever as he pulled in the remaining length of the rope until it went taut with Beck on the other end.

      “Easiest thing ever,” he said, with a lightness that showed it had been the exact opposite. “Okay. You are good to climb when you are ready.”

      “Sure.” Beck replied, as he tied his end around his waist. “Put your end around… uh…”

      And then he saw the gaping flaw in the plan.
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      They stood either side of a deep drop on very similar arms of Storkittel — but with one key difference. Beck’s side was rockier. Over on Jonas’s side there was earth and tough, scrubby grass — and it was all smooth.

      Beck had been able to put his end of the rope around a boulder to take Jonas’s weight in the event of a fall. If Jonas had slipped, he would have pendulumed back beneath Beck and would have been able to climb up the rock face to safety. The force of the fall would have been absorbed by the rope wrapped around the rock.

      But with no rock, there was no way if Beck slipped that Jonas would be able to hold him. Beck had barely managed to hold Jonas in the crevasse, when he had been able to kick in to the snow for support. Perched precariously up on this slippery smooth face, Jonas had nothing to secure himself too.

      The risk level for Beck had just gone through the roof, but with Jonas now across they were committed. Beck had to do this.

      “You can do this, Beck. I know you can.” Jonas shouted back across.

      Beck untied the rope from his wait and let it fall to the ground.

      “If I fall, the rope will just pull you off too. That’s us then both dead.”

      “Don’t be crazy Beck,” Jonas shouted. “I could probably hold you.”

      “No way, and you know it. Just wish me luck — and pray like crazy, my friend.”

      And with that Beck stepped out into the void.

      If you’re watching over me, Dian, I could do with some help now…

      You’ve done this before. In Nepal, over a much steeper drop. Be with me now once more.

      If he was climbing along a rock face half a metre off the ground, without any kind of support, then he wouldn’t even think about it. This was exactly the same, Beck told himself. Just that the ground was a few more half metres away… In fact, a lot more.

      The rock was damp and cold beneath his fingers, so slick that it felt the harder you gripped it, the more likely your fingers were to slide off.

      It was actually liberating, he decided, as the arm of the mountain receded to his right. If he fell then he fell — he was dead and that would be it. It was beyond his control, and things that were beyond his control weren’t worth worrying about. Jonas was safely over — his friend could make his own way to Riksliden. He wasn’t stupid and would work it out.

      His foot felt an empty gap where there should have been rock — it was the bit that had crumbled under Jonas. He stretched his foot a bit further over until there was something solid beneath it again, and moved his weight over.

      And then a few more steps and he was over, too, with Jonas reaching out frantically to help him onto the other arm of the mountain.

      Jonas grabbed Beck close to him.

      “Beck, never do that again, please.”

      “It’s fine. We’re across and the deception track is laid. It’s all good. Now let’s get moving.”

      Beck took a last look at the drop.

      Thank you, Dian. Much obliged.

      Beck then put the rope away in his pack and looked up the slope of the arm. It was all fresh ground up there — no one had trod on it. There would be no signs to indicate that this was the way they had come.

      Still without speaking, he jerked his head down the slope. Let’s go! They set off at a brisk pace, hurrying as fast as they safely could, arms spread for balance, finally heading down off Storkittel, once and for all.

      But still, Beck reminded himself, they were being pursued by a woman who had a rifle and wanted them dead.
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      The fir trees grew thicker on the ground and soon there were enough of them to cut off the view ahead. Beck would still have known they were getting lower, even without seeing the ground, as several times over the next couple of hours he had to swallow to pop his ears as they adjusted to the change in air pressure. Even dropping down a few hundred metres made a difference.

      There was no clear boundary — no handy banner announcing ‘you have now left the mountain’ — but eventually Beck knew they had put it behind them for good. The ground was essentially level, stretching away as far as the eye could see beneath and between the trunks of firs and spruces. Under their feet was a thin layer of pine needles over moss.

      It was past 3 p.m., Beck thought with gritted teeth. It had taken them eight hours just to get off that wretched mountain. And now they had, it meant that a fresh set of challenges lay ahead. He turned round as he walked, and discreetly waved through the clustered fir branches at the crags towering above them.

      “So long, Storkittel.” he whispered, so that Jonas could hear. “Thank you for allowing us to make it this far.”

      The shrill cry of a raptor came down from above, as if perfectly timed, like an answer from the mountain. Jonas shot Beck a smile that he couldn’t suppress, and for the first time that day, both boys felt a sense of peace.

      From above, they had seen that the two arms of the mountain came down either side of a lake. It had only taken ten minutes of fast moving for the boys to reach the lake shore.

      “Hey Jonas, come here a sec. I just want to check something.”

      The trees on the far side were half a kilometre away and the water in between was deep and still. It perfectly reflected the blue sky, so that even on a bitingly cold day it looked inviting. Beck moved slowly and steadily, crouching low, and made his way to the edge of the water. He knelt to dip his fingers in, and it was absolutely freezing. No one would be able to swim across that without a wetsuit, and he doubted the woman had one of those on her. They weren’t exactly usual hiking gear. The end of the lake ran straight up to the mountain, where water lapped around fallen boulders and scree.

      So even if the woman got to the bottom on the far side and realised immediately that she had made a mistake, she wouldn’t get across to their side in a hurry. Good. Beck allowed himself a brief sense of relief. That was what he had wanted to know.

      But now he was here he saw something else worth knowing. Cattails grew beside the water — tall, thin bulrushes with slender stalks a metre or more high, with the seeds clustered together in a cylindrical brown mass near the top so that they looked like they had impaled a sausage lengthwise. Beck pulled one up and nibbled experimentally on it. It was dry and woody but he knew from experience that it would also be nutritious.

      “More plants,” Jonas whispered from behind a tree where he was watching Beck from.

      “Yeah, but they work cold or cooked.” Beck replied as he scurried back to the cover of the trees. “Here. Try one.”

      The water flask was running low on melted snow after their trek down the mountain. They finished it off between them, washing the cattails down.

      Beck then crawled back to the water’s edge and held the flask under the surface of the lake so that it filled with glugs and gurgles.

      “Lake water?” Jonas whispered with distaste towards Beck. “You know, that all the trees fall into and rot in?”

      “It’s near freezing,” Beck assured him. “Bacteria tends not to multiply in freezing water so it is more likely you will be ok drinking it. It’s a risk we can take up here.” He screwed the top back on and the pair retreated back into the cover of the trees again.

      After all that effort to throw the woman off track, it would be pretty stupid to make themselves visible to the far shore. Even if she couldn’t get to them, she had a phone. She could call in reinforcements to come at them from the other direction.

      If she hadn’t already. It was a heart-stopping moment. Maybe she had already done that? Were the two of them just heading into a trap, caught between two forces?

      But, he thought, people coming from the other direction had no tracks to follow, and it was a big wilderness. They couldn’t know which route Beck and Jonas would be taking.

      Even so, they should keep their eyes peeled ahead as well.

      Jonas was still muttering about water, when Beck stopped, and knelt again. He brushed the layer of pine needles apart with his fingers.

      “Or,” he said, “there’s this.”
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      Beneath the needles was an unbroken carpet of pale green moss, clustered together in strands like small furry caterpillars. It came away easily when he pulled up a handful. He tilted his head back and squeezed it above his face, and water seemed to appear from nowhere, trickling out over his hand and dribbling down his face and into his mouth.

      “This is sphagnum moss,” Beck explained, while Jonas stared. “It stores water in its cells, and it produces iodine so it’s naturally antiseptic.”

      Jonas pulled a face, but his hand — as if it were acting under its own volition — crept down and pulled up a handful of its own.

      “Um,” he said as he slurped up the drops. “Like smoke and earth.”

      He had described the taste very accurately, Beck thought. It was very different to melted snow water, but it wasn’t unpleasant.

      “Water on my uncle’s farm tasted like this — it came straight from a well.” Jonas wiped his mouth. “But I’ll stick to taking it from the flask, if I can—…” Suddenly his face lit up. “Oh, wow! Bilberries! And don’t you dare tell me they’re dangerous.”

      He hurried over to a low bush that pushed itself out of the moss and needles. The branches were woody and grew across the ground, rather than rising up like most bushes would. When Jonas pushed the branches apart, Beck caught a glimpse of small specks of dark blue, almost purple.

      “Good find, Jonas!” Beck followed him over. He had had bilberries before, and he knew they were a perennial fruit and a popular food here in Sweden.

      Together they picked the bush clean. The berries were small spheres, almost like grapes but smaller and rounder. There were three or four growing on every branch of the flat bush, and they popped in the boys’ mouths with bursts of juice that was sharp and refreshing.

      “I know these are good,” Jonas commented, “but I could also really do with something cooked right now.”

      Beck nodded. They had been up since first light, burning energy, through exhaustion, fear and the cold. They couldn’t go on like this forever. And Beck knew that the best thing they could do before the next, and potentially more dangerous part of their journey began, would be to replenish their reserves.

      Beck also knew just what a psychological boost a hot, cooked meal could be.

      The key question was: would they end up blowing the lead they had on the woman?

      No, he thought. It wouldn’t take long, and they had worked hard to gain that lead over her and throw her off their tracks. They could afford the break and they needed the calories. The key would be staying hidden, though.

      “Okay,” he said equably. “Cooked food it is.”

      “Yeah?” Jonas’s look of hope was immediately dashed by a frown. “I mean, great, but — won’t she see the smoke?”

      “She won’t see anything because there’ll be nothing to see.” Beck rummaged through the pine needles at his feet and held up a twig no thicker than his finger. “Gather up as many small bits of wood like this that you can find — small, dry pieces of wood.”

      While Jonas did that, Beck explored the piles of pine needles. Many had inevitably drifted into small mounds, blown at random by the sun. The ones at the top were slightly damp, but by delving down a few centimetres he found ones which were bone dry. He took a double handful over to a fallen log and made a pile on top of the bark. Jonas had assembled a clutch of pieces of wood as Beck had told him.

      “And now go and get some cattails,” Beck said. “Dinner in five.”

      He had to concentrate on what he was going to do now — build a fire, with no smoke to give them away.
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      Beck had one vital piece of equipment that had come with him when the kidnappers took him. This item hung around his neck and he almost never took it off, except to sleep and when he was travelling by plane. (Airlines had hang-ups about passengers bringing fire-starting equipment on board.) It was his fire steel — which actually came in two pieces, a flat metal plate and a rod of ferrocerium. When you scraped the two together, sparks flew off in all directions — as many as you could possibly want. If you had a fire steel, and air, and combustible material, you could start a fire anywhere.

      He assembled a small pile of the dry needles tucked in tight behind the base of a large fir tree, hidden from view on almost all sides. Beck huddled over the small pile of pine needles, shielding them with his hunched form. He then struck the fire steel over them. Sparks sprayed into the pile and a few caught as he leaned close and blew gently through pouted lips. Fire consumes oxygen, so in stationary air a spark will go out almost at once as the local oxygen is burnt up. Blowing steadily produced a stream of fresh oxygen, enough to keep the spark glowing, and then making it spread.

      While the sparks spread through the pile, Beck began to assemble Jonas’s pieces of wood above it. The fire needed something to spread to, otherwise it would quickly consume the needles and then go out. He sat back on his haunches and studied the growing fire carefully. The air above it began to shimmer with heat and some of the wood crackled and popped — but there was nothing substantial enough to start smoking. Good.

      Beck knew the physics behind making a smokeless fire and it was satisfying to see it work. Smoke happens because fuel doesn’t burn completely: so, the more efficient the fire is at burning its fuel, the less smoke there’ll be.

      The other way to conceal a fire would be to dig a pit, with a separate chimney going up through the earth. You could easily convert a rabbit burrow for the purpose. You put the fire at the bottom of the pit and as the hot air rose, fresh air would come whooshing along the burrow and up the chimney to replace it. This simply creates a steady stream of oxygen, using the same principle as Beck blowing on the needles — but on a larger scale. The extra oxygen would make the fire much more efficient, and everything would be consumed and nothing smoked.

      They didn’t have the time or resources to dig a pit or look for a burrow, so they had to settle for a smaller fire using a different principle. The principle of concealment. Tucked low in behind the base of the tree and burning fuel efficiently and without smoke, they could have a small fire and heat their food.

      Jonas was soon back with more thin small twigs to burn, and now they could start cooking.

      The great thing about cattails was they came with their own built-in spit handle — you could hold the edible bit safely out over the fire, turning it gently and watching it cook. Beck kept the fire going, feeding it with pine needles, while Jonas did cooking duty. Because everything burnt so quickly, he had to keep up a steady supply. The heat turned the cattails crispy, and when the boys ate them, the flavour was like roasted seeds, slightly piney.

      “This is way better,” Jonas said as they tucked in, and Beck agreed with a nod and a smile around his mouthful. A stomach full of hot food was just what was needed to push them onwards.

      “So … do you think we shook her off?” Jonas brought them back to the essential considerations with a few words. Beck swallowed his mouthful and said out loud what he had worked out earlier about the woman not getting across the lake quickly.

      “True,” Jonas agreed thoughtfully. “But — that’s only true if she fell for it.”

      Beck paused chewing, then ground his teeth down on a mouthful that had suddenly lost its flavour.

      “And,” Jonas pressed on, “our families — both of ours — will have heard by now that we’re missing…”

      Beck thought for a moment.

      “Plus, if we reckon someone’s out to get the Erikssons, then you can bet your dad has too,” Beck pointed out. “We’ve already warned them, just by disappearing.”

      “I figure.” Jonas stared miserably into the fire. “But they still don’t know where we are.”

      “So think of how happy they’ll be when we call them tomorrow from Riksliden police station.” And with that Beck wanted to cut the conversation short. The hot meal had been a good idea, but now was not the time to sit about fretting. Getting back on the move would help them both focus on their immediate needs.

      He climbed to his feet. “We should get on.”

      But there was one more thing they needed to do — and Beck suddenly realised that, well, he wasn’t ready to do it.

      “Um,” Beck said. Jonas looked at him expectantly. “Do you need to… you know…” He gestured. “To pee?”
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      Jonas looked surprised at the question.

      “No, not really. Why?”

      “To put the fire out. Smouldering embers, even if you bury them, can reignite, especially with a lot of dry pine needles around. It only takes one small flicker of oxygen over hot embers to make a small flame and, bam, you have fire again —  but this time we won’t be around to stop it. The best way to put it out is to — well. Kneel over it and do what neither of us wants to do.”

      “Ah. That’s inconvenient.” They looked down at the smouldering needles and Jonas screwed up his face as though he was thinking deep, important, self-searching thoughts. “No. I really don’t have enough to go at the moment. But I’ll tell you who does,” he added, just as Beck was resigning himself to having to force some pee out himself.

      Jonas walked off a few metres and pulled up a clump of sphagnum moss and squeezed it over the fire. Water dripped down onto the embers and quickly extinguished them.

      “Some guy told me this stuff is full of water,” Jonas said happily. “Turns out he was right, too.”

      Beck had to laugh.

      “Okay, okay.” He kicked earth over where the fire had been, eliminating any sign that that they had passed this way. “So, let’s go.”

      “So does this mean,” Jonas asked as they pressed on into the trees, “that one of us should always make sure he’s full up? Kind of like carrying a fire extinguisher at all times, only you get to take turns being the extinguisher…”

      “What it does mean,” Beck said seriously, “is we’re not getting enough inside us.” He handed the flask over. “So, get half of that down.”

      “Yes, mama,” Jonas muttered.

      Before they refilled the flask from the lake, Beck carefully studied the far shore again for any signs of movement before he ventured out of the trees. He also looked up at Storkittel behind them, running his eyes up and down both arms of the mountain — the one they had come down, and the one he hoped the woman was taking. He couldn’t see any movement. Problem was, she hadn’t been dressed in bright primary colours like some trekkers. Her outfit had been browns and dark greens — not exactly army camouflage, but it would blend in well against the mountain background and make it very difficult to spot her at this kind of distance.

      But then, he and Jonas weren’t exactly fluorescent. If he had difficulty seeing her, she would have the same problem in the other direction. So, Beck scurried out quickly to the water, crouching down below the level of the bushes, to refill.

      Then the boys were on the move again.

      Half an hour later, the trees ran out.

      The boys stopped abruptly on the edge of the forest. For the next hundred metres or so there was a patch of flat, bare land, with more of the ubiquitous moss underfoot. On one side of them was the lake, on the other was more open land. The forest continued about a hundred metres in front of them.

      It was a hundred metres they would have to get across without being seen.

      Beck crept slowly out of the trees, just enough to peer back at Storkittel again. The arms of the mountain were cut off from view to a large extent by the trees. If she was still up there — coming down on either side — then he was pretty sure she would have to look very closely to see them. If they hurried.

      “There’s no choice, is there?” Jonas said, guessing his thoughts accurately. “We can’t dig a tunnel or wait until dark.”

      “How fast can you run a hundred metres?” Beck asked grimly.

      “When there is a woman with a gun behind me, quite fast. That’s if you don’t think the fast movement will just catch her eye?”

      Beck grated his teeth together as he made his mind up.

      “We can spend forever second-guessing what she’s going to do — or we can just do it.”

      “So let’s just do it,” Jonas agreed. “But shall we run or crawl?”

      “I think we are more likely to catch her eye if we are running. Sharp movements attract attention in the wild.”

      “But we will get soaking crawling through this wet moss.” Jonas argued.

      “Better wet then dead.”

      And that seemed to settle it.

      The boys got down on their bellies and started to crawl. Like a leopard, elbow, then knee, then the other elbow and then the other knee. Pushing, wriggling, crawling, pushing. On through the damp moss, with the freezing water oozing in past their waterproof layers, and seeping through to their clothes and bodies.

      The far line of trees wavered in front of them, but didn’t seem to get any closer. It was like dreams that Beck sometimes had, trying to run from some approaching danger but not being fast enough, or not moving at all.

      Soon, they were over half way across. But Jonas was getting tired and their progress was so slow.

      “This is crazy,” he suddenly said. “Let’s just run it from here. Come on, Beck.”

      Jonas then jumped up and started to run. Beck tried to grab him and stop him, but he was gone. Beck had no choice. He jumped up and raced after Jonas.

      The moss was spongy and absorbed their footsteps instead of bouncing them back, so each step forward used that little extra bit of energy to lift the foot up and move it. But they were covering the ground faster than crawling. They were almost across when Jonas suddenly let out a whelp and staggered, waving his arms for balance.

      Jonas was now splashing through knee-deep water — a hidden pool in the ground, covered with the moss, which he hadn’t noticed until too late. Beck was a few metres to the side of Jonas and was also now thrashing through the knee deep moss, mud and water.

      The water splashed up around both their thighs.

      It only took a second, but it was enough for an alarm to sound in Beck’s mind. Moss, covering mud and water … They were warning signs.

      “Jonas!” he shouted with sudden urgency. “Look out for—”

      And then the ground turned to nothing in front of Beck. He pitched forward, and knew even as he fell that it was too late to save himself.

      Beck instinctively braced himself for the impact but the moss parted and he just dropped straight down into a deep hole of water and mud, sticky and freezing cold. The gloop sucked him into the depths and closed off the sun and the air as it sealed itself above him.

      Beck had disappeared.
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      Beck instinctively thrashed his arms and legs, kicking for the surface, as if he had fallen into a pond of water. And immediately he made himself stop, because he knew that in a marsh bog it was the worst thing he could do.

      It was a pit of liquid mud beneath a thick layer of algae that looked like solid ground. The vile stuff clogged every opening in his head — eyes and ears and nose and mouth. The smell and taste were like water that had been used to boil something already dead and rotten. And whenever he moved he created a space in the mud, a vacuum that more mud flowed into and pulled him along with it. So if he kicked his legs, mud would flow into the empty gaps and pull him down into the depths.

      But he could feel his coat and the pack on his back tugging him upwards — air trapped in them was keeping him buoyant. He risked opening his eyes and thought he saw daylight, before the mud stung so badly that he had to squeeze them closed again.

      “Beck? Beck!”

      He could hear Jonas, muffled by the goop in his ears. That meant that at least his head was back above the surface. He held his arms out and floated, forcing himself to keep calm.

      “Stay back!” he gasped. Mud spat out with each word. “I’m ok.”

      Jonas took a step forward, anxious to help, and Beck almost shouted.

      “Stay back!”

      Somehow Jonas had missed this hidden deep pit of mud and water. Jonas was stood next to it now, still up to his knees in the stuff.

      Beck’s pack was helping to keep his top half buoyant while his legs sank down, so that he was slowly turning vertical. He felt his feet touch something soft and bloated. Probably the corpse of a dead animal, he thought bleakly — some poor creature that had stumbled in like him, but which didn’t have the advantage of being a human who knew how to survive bogs. It had probably thrashed about like he had wanted to, and died, frightened and lonely, its lungs choked full of mud.

      He lifted his feet off the bottom. As well as dead animals, there could well be submerged roots down there, rotting like everything else but strong enough to snare him in a death grip.

      The slick slime glooped and sucked around him as he turned himself to face the point where he had come in.

      The one place that he knew for sure was solid was the place he had fallen in from — the last place where his feet had been supported by the ground. If he tried to get out anywhere else then he might just make his situation worse.

      The key was moving slowly and steadily, and easing your limbs slowly out, so that they were as close to the surface as you could get them. Slowly Beck had extracted his legs one by one from the sucking mud and was now half lying, half-swimming on the surface of the gloop.

      He ‘swam’ back to the edge with big, slow strokes of his arms, strong enough to propel himself and keep his body close to the surface, not so urgent that the mud fought back and sucked him in deeper.

      Finally, his hands touched solid ground and he heaved himself out into the knee-deep water and moss surrounding the hole. He felt like a zombie that had just hoisted itself up out of its own grave. The mud felt like a hundred dead hands tugging him back, not wanting to let him go.

      Jonas had carefully made his way around the bog and he reached down to help Beck up.

      “Thanks,” Beck gasped. He spat again, then pulled up a clump of moss to drip water over his face and wipe it as clean as it could, to get rid of the slime. The shivers were already setting in. He was soaked through from head to foot in cold, wet filth.

      For all their efforts to survive out here in the wilderness, they might as well have just fired off one of the flares in the survival pack to tell the woman where to find them, stranded out in the open for all to see.

      And now he knew why there weren’t any trees growing on this bit of land — another clue he should have spotted. Trees need decent earth to put their roots down.

      “Let’s just keep going Jonas. We need to get under cover,” he grated. “Just avoid the dead flat mossy bits!”
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      Beck didn’t want to delay any further, but once they were across and in the woods he had to strip off, despite the cold. He used more moss to wipe himself down as clean as he could get, and thrashed his filthy clothing hard against the trees to dislodge the mud.

      Jonas picked up his discarded jacket, holding it at arm’s length while Beck squeezed out his jumper.

      “This is horrible.” Jonas stated, grimacing.

      “Tell me about it.” Beck put all his frustration into the force he used to wring out the muddy water. “This time tomorrow it’ll be dry, but for the time being I’m just glad we brought this.”

      The pack was covered in bog mud but it was still dry inside. None of the slime had got through the waterproof zip. He opened it up and tipped the reindeer skin out onto the ground.

      He did not want to squeeze himself back into these stinking, wet rags. It wasn’t just the smell — it was that any wet clothes against his skin would conduct all the warmth out of his body. Plus the gritty mud would just rub against his skin and groin, causing chafing and sores.

      “Aarhh! This is so annoying,” Beck mumbled to himself.

      He also knew he didn’t particularly want to spend the rest of the day wrapped in the skin he had taken off a decomposing reindeer, with just his underwear on underneath, either — but he reckoned that it was the lesser of two evils.

      “How are you going to make your clothes dry?” Jonas asked, looking puzzled.

      “When we camp out tonight, I’ll hang them up to freeze, and in the morning I’ll just bash the ice off.”

      “Oh.” Jonas looked impressed. “Clever. But…”

      And then Jonas began to remove his own top.

      “Hey, what?” Beck asked in surprise.

      Jonas shrugged his coat and outdoor trousers off. Underneath he had a sweatshirt and jeans, and under those he had a t-shirt and boxers. He pulled the sweatshirt and jeans off and threw them over to Beck, then began to pull the coat and over-trousers back on.

      “If I’m wearing two dry-ish layers and you’re wearing two wet ones, isn’t it better for us both to have one dry layer each?” Jonas said reasonably.

      “I suppose… yeah. Thanks,” Beck said sincerely. Even though the reindeer skin would have kept the trunk of his body warm, he hadn’t looked forward to going barelegged and bare armed, through the forest. The sweatshirt was a size too big and a bit damp from the crawling, and he had to do Jonas’s belt up to its last hole to keep the jeans up, but he felt immediately better with at least one layer of half dry clothing on.

      They didn’t have the resources to tailor the skin into proper clothing, but after some thought, Beck had simply cut a hole in the middle for his head, so that its front and back draped down him on either side. The smell of fur and dead deer was almost as strong as the smell of mud — pungent and powerful.

      “If she doesn’t see or hear us, her nose will do the job,” he muttered. He tied a length of rope around his waist as a belt to draw the dangling skin in, and wondered what kind of sight he presented — still filthy, despite the best he could do with the mud, and dressed in a dead animal.

      “You know—” Jonas looked him up and down. “There are night clubs in Gothenburg where that would be the dress code.”

      “Ha ha. Life in the big city, eh?”

      They folded the rugs so that the waterproof layer was facing out, and stuffed them and the damp, muddy clothing into the pack. Beck gave a final look back the way they had come, through the trees and across the tree-free bog land. No sign of anyone — but if she was good, a proper hunter, there wouldn’t be.

      “I’ve held us up long enough,” he stated. “Come on.”

      They pressed on into the trees — modern city boy and wild boy of the woods.
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      They had set the pattern for the rest of the day — walking, occasional rests for water and grazing on berries or the last of their snacks, constantly checking their direction. Beck resolutely set his eyes on the way ahead and tried not to feel cold. The reindeer skin stopped him from freezing, but that was all. Proper winter clothing would leave layers of air just the right size for body heat to warm up, but the reindeer skin flapped about too much even when he tied it tight, so that fresh, unheated air would always get in around the edges.

      His consolation was that the skin itself was waterproof and weatherproof, and when they eventually stopped for the night, he would be able to wrap it tight around himself and be as snug as if he was in a sleeping bag — just smellier.

      Until then, he had to trudge on wearing the skin, and Jonas’s borrowed too-large clothes. Plus underwear and boots that were still wet and muddy.

      After an hour they came to the end of the lake, which gave pause for thought. Whichever way the woman had come down the mountain, they were now all on the same side of the water. They pressed on eastwards because there was nothing else to do.

      There were more clear areas, patches of grassy and mossy meadowland. They weren’t suspiciously smooth so Beck guessed they were genuine, not more hidden bogs — but even so, they stayed clear of them, going round the edges if had to get from one side to the other. The trees offered cover, and that was the most important thing they had.

      Walking in a straight line through a forest was impossible, and so the boys were constantly stepping aside to go around one tree or another, which immediately meant they were heading the wrong way. Unless they very carefully checked their resumed course, they could quickly end up off track.

      There was no snow down here, but moss tended to grow on only one side of the trees and the rocks on the ground. It liked the darker, damper north side of objects, so usually a quick glance was all you needed to know which way north and south were, and then work out where east lay.

      And there was always the sun on a clear day like this. To provide an absolutely reliable direction you had to check with Beck’s watch.

      It was the sun, beyond halfway down, that was on Beck’s mind now. The light was turning more orange and the shadows of the trees were stretching out longer.

      They had been on the move since around 7 a.m. Sunset was around 6 p.m., and Beck was just glad that if they had to do this, they had to do it at the start of the month and not at the end of it. This close to the Arctic Circle, at this time of year, sunset times changed quickly: within just a couple of weeks sunset would have got earlier by two hours. With an average human walking speed of four kilometres per hour, those two hours would have cost them eight kilometres of distance covered.

      That morning, Beck had estimated forty kilometres to Riksliden, maximum. So, that same average speed meant they could have got to Riksliden in ten hours. But Beck knew that had been unrealistic over this sort of terrain in these conditions. Already most of the day had in fact involved getting down off Storkittel — climbing across ice faces, crossing glaciers, scaling precipitous drops to throw off trackers, picking their way through forests. And of course, Beck thought sourly, falling into bogs.

      But even so, he guessed they must have covered almost half the distance. The next day, on this flatter terrain, they would make Riksliden, if there were no further emergencies and in particular if no one caught them.

      “Two hours to sunset,” Jonas said.

      “Yup.” Beck made the decision. There was no point blundering around after dark. Their camp for the night had to be prepared carefully, because if the weather got bad and it couldn’t shelter them properly then it was just a waste of time. Some daylight hours would have to be sacrificed. They wouldn’t be losing much if they called a halt now.

      “Time to camp down.”

      “Like we discussed?”

      They had chatted about all kinds of things, just to make the time pass, and camping techniques had been one of the topics.

      “Exactly. First fallen tree we come to…”

      They found the place they wanted about ten minutes later. A fir tree had fallen over and it lay at a shallow angle, about twenty degrees off the ground, still propped up by its branches. It was near the edge of another clear patch of pasture a couple of hundred metres across. Beck looked thoughtfully across it for a moment, and then glanced up as the plaintive call of a raptor drifted through the air. He couldn’t identify it like Jonas could have — all birds of prey sounded strangely sad, as if they were sorry for the deaths they caused — but he got a glimpse of wide, soaring wings before it disappeared behind the trees. On the lookout for prey, of course, Beck thought — and because birds didn’t waste time, that meant it thought there might be prey here, on the open ground.

      At the moment, he couldn’t see any small animals that the bird might have been after, but that didn’t mean they weren’t there. That was useful knowledge, for later.

      Beck turned back to help Jonas prepare the camp.
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      They used the trunk of the tree as the backbone for the shelter. The back end was the tree’s root crown, a solid lump of earth that had been pulled up when the tree went over. On either side of the trunk they draped branches cut from further up the tree — flat, wide sprays of pine needles that they could lay down in overlapping layers reaching down to the ground, fresh and full of resin.

      “You’re positive there are no wolves?” Beck asked. He had already asked as they walked, drawing on Jonas’s reliable knowledge of the wildlife. If there was a chance of being attacked while they slept, that would affect how secure they made the camp.

      “Positive. No wolves.” Jonas thought. “Maybe järvs.”

      “Yervfs?” Beck pronounced the strange word as best he could. Jonas grimaced and gestured with his hands.

      “I don’t know the English word. They are like bears… very small bears… but they are not bears…”

      Beck frowned in confusion.

      “But they are very rare,” Jonas assured him. “And can catch their own prey — small mammals. So they won’t go near humans.”

      “Järvs.” Beck tried again.

      “Your accent is getting worse, Beck!” They both laughed quietly.

      The branches insulated the shelter nicely, blocking off any breeze, and they were naturally waterproof so that anything falling from the sky would just run off.

      For the final touch, Beck hung his soaked, muddy outdoor gear up on nearby branches for freeze-cleaning. Then they stood side by side and admired their handiwork.

      “Y’know,” Beck remarked, “that looks pretty cosy. I’d say it is a good job, Jonas.”

      “Visst,” Jonas agreed. “What a shame we won’t be sleeping in it.”

      Beck sighed.

      “Well, at least we can make a fire. That’ll add to the illusion.”

      They had gone to a great deal of care to build a cosy, weatherproof shelter to take them through the night. And that was why they wouldn’t be using it. Anyone who came along would find it abandoned, and conclude the boys had been spooked off and had pressed on…

      …and were not in fact asleep under a smaller more discreet tree nearby.

      Jonas went off to scout for a good location for the real camp, and Beck got busy making a fire for this one. A fire that hadn’t actually burnt, or not having a fire at all, would just give the game away.

      With the knife blade he pried a slab of white bark off a dead birch tree. Even in death, its limbs were silvery and almost starting to glow in the pre-sunset light. Then, again with the knife, he began to scrape away at the inside surface of the slab, scouring off a fine power of bark particles which he knew would be rich in the tree’s natural oils and well able to take a spark.

      He laid down a small base of twigs to hold the slab just off the ground, so that when the fire caught, air would be able to circulate under it. On top of the pile, he built up layers of pine needles, then twigs, then sturdier pieces of wood, each layer offering the fire more potential energy so that the flame could catch and pass itself on to the next. It would be dark soon and Beck wanted the fire to have burnt down to a black patch by then, so it didn’t make them unnecessarily visible.

      He struck the fire steel to spray sparks onto the dry bark powder, and little glow-worms of red heat ran through the pile and up into the needles. After a short while he felt the first touch of warm air against his face. He fed it more twigs and sticks and coaxed it up into a proper blaze.

      “I have our camp,” Jonas reported. He came up and crouched down next to Beck, holding his hands out to the fire. “All set up.”

      “Cool.” Beck stood up and cocked an eye through the trees at the patch of clear land. “Keep this going, keep it as small and hidden as you can, and make us some tea.”

      There was just time to do one more thing before the sun disappeared altogether.
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      Beck stepped out onto the clear ground with more confidence than before, now that the sun was well past the tops of the trees and all the grass was in shadow. To anyone not right in front of him he would just be one more shadow on a plain of shadows.

      The absence of light strangely made what he wanted to see more visible. Animal tracks — the routes that small creatures had grown accustomed to taking to get from A to B. Blades of grass were subtly pushed aside; the ground was minutely more trodden than the area around it. Almost invisible by daylight, but the pre-sunset twilight picked out all the darks and greys so that they stood out clearly.

      That raptor they had heard earlier — hawk, buzzard, eagle, whatever — had been looking for something here, and Beck intended to catch it instead. Using the wire he had taken from the van, he had already made up some snares before leaving the shelter of the trees — more than one, because you couldn’t just rely on one trap to work.

      Each snare was a noose tied with a slip knot, so that anything that moved through the loop would catch on the edges and pull it tight. He guessed that the most likely prey in a place like this would be small hares. For rabbits, Beck knew a fist-sized loop was best, so for hares he estimated the same.

      He set them up at five different locations, each where an animal path passed between two objects — maybe a couple of tussocks, or a pair of fallen logs. For each snare, Beck pushed twigs lightly into the ground and balanced the top of the loop on top of them. It had to be placed clear of the ground so that the bottom of the loop was at the level of the animal’s chest. The hare might see the twig but just think, oh, a twig, and push past it — and by then its head would already be inside the snare.

      He tied the loose end of each snare firmly to a pointed piece of wood which he drove into the ground next to the animal path. It had to hold the animal in place no matter how much it struggled. Most animals, when they realised they couldn’t get free, would stop trying. They might also try to gnaw their way free, but the wire would prevent that.

      And that was how one or more hares tonight, hopefully, would become tomorrow’s breakfast.

      Beck straightened up from the last trap and looked around. The edges of the trees were now just a shadow and the clear ground was a mess of flat shades of grey. Somewhere out there was the animal, or animals, whose life he intended to use to help both he and Jonas to survive.

      “Please provide us with just enough to keep us alive,” he murmured to the forest. “And in the morning I’ll take the traps down and we’ll be gone.”

      No answer came out of the forest, so he turned and trudged back to Jonas.
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      “My uncle always says there’s nothing quite like a nice cuppa,” Beck commented.

      “And this is nothing like a nice cuppa,” Jonas quickly added with a smile. “So I guess he’s right.”

      Pine needle tea — not something Beck expected to buy in his local supermarket.

      Ever since they had left the lake behind them, they had used moss for drinks of water flavoured with iodine and earth. They had been keeping the flask full of the proper clean stuff, ready for this moment.

      Jonas had put a handful of pine needles in the tin box from the survival pack that had contained the biscuits, now all eaten. Then he had filled the box up with water and hung it over the fire to warm up. Beck could smell the pine-flavoured steam coming off it as he drew nearer.

      Pine needle tea was high in vitamin C; more than a lemon, weight for weight. And it was hot, stoking them up inside as the outside temperature fell to zero and beyond.

      They didn’t have cups, so they sat by the fire within its circle of warmth, and drank from the tin, passing it to and fro between them. In between mouthfuls, they finished off the grubs, berries and pine roots that they had gathered through the day. They could hold the grubs on thin sticks over the fire, which turned them crispier, warmed them up and made them taste a little better. Every little helped.

      “I still worry about my family,” Jonas said quietly. “I know what you said, but it’s been eating me all day.”

      Worry can be so dangerous, Beck thought to himself. Usually, focusing on thoughts of your family was a good thing for a survivor to do. Fun, faith, family, friendship — good, happy memories — it helped keep your frame of mind positive. But persistently worrying about them, when there was nothing you could do right now to change the situation — that was the opposite. Beck knew that, he too, could all too easily work himself up into a state with worry, and that wouldn’t help anyone.

      “We can’t do anything else for them right now,” he said, “but tomorrow we will. If we keep focused and on track then we’ll have reached the authorities by this time. There’s an end in sight.”

      Beck sighed. “That’s what kept me going when—” He stopped, and bit his lip. But Jonas was intrigued.

      “When?”

      Beck shrugged. He would probably never live this memory down, ever. It would make his toes curl until the day he died.

      “When I did the most rubbish thing I’ve ever done and hurt someone who loves me more than you can imagine.” Jonas was round-eyed and all ears, flask of pine needle tea poised halfway to his mouth, so he had to go on. “I, uh, had to fake my own death.”

      Jonas paused, assimilated this information, then remembered the flask and took a sip.

      “Interesting use of ‘had to’,” he remarked.

      “Yeah, well…”

      And after that, Beck couldn’t get out of telling his friend about his adventures in Africa and Nepal. How the once in a lifetime, never to be repeated opportunity to bring down Lumos had arisen — but it would never work if Lumos thought he was still alive. Even Al had to believe he was dead. They couldn’t risk anyone showing the slightest sign of knowledge that he was still okay, and on the trail to Nepal.

      Jonas sat quietly for several moments after he had finished.

      “Wow. So it was worth it?” he asked eventually.

      “I think so,” Beck said.

      “Would you do it again?”

      This time Beck hesitated.

      “I’m not so sure. Maybe I would do it… differently. I hope I never get tired of going after the bad guy, though. That’s what my parents did. That’s what I want to do.”

      “Mm.” Jonas pulled a face as he took a swig of tea. “That’s what my parents do, and look at us now. If I had my own family, I don’t know that I would want to take those sort of risks. I’d be too worried about the effect on them. But I guess I’m also proud of my dad’s work. It makes the world a better place.” He looked thoughtfully at the fire. “Knowing my parents are there for me, knowing I’ll always have them — that’s good.”

      If I had my own family… Jonas had said, and Beck found himself going back in his head to the question he had first asked himself back in China, and again the previous night. How different would his life have been if his parents were still alive?

      He found himself glancing at a spot around the fire — the place where, if there three of them, the third would be sitting. In his mind’s eye the dark-haired young girl he had seen as he slept in China smiled at him and shrugged.

      No, she didn’t know either what it was like to have parents.

      “That’s more like survivor thinking, Jonas,” he said, forcing a smile. Now they had got onto the positive aspects of having families, he felt safe to bring it up. “You just make yourself determined to survive: keep going, keep calm, keep making decisions, keep cheerful. Whatever it takes.”

      He tilted the flask back over his mouth. It was empty, and they had eaten their stored food. Apart from the warmth, there was nothing to keep them here.

      Not that the warmth wasn’t important… but staying ahead of the woman was more so.

      “Come on,” he said reluctantly. “It’s almost dark now. Time for us to move.”

      He clambered to his feet and kicked earth over the fire to extinguish it. It would look more like they had abandoned it in a hurry that way.

      “Time for: Operation Backup.”
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      Jonas had set up the backup camp — the camp where they would actually spend the night — under another spruce tree.

      Beck had described everything Jonas needed to do in advance, and he had got it exactly right. He had found one with a spread of branches that reached almost to the ground, so that they had to get down on hands and knees to crawl under.

      They couldn’t have a fire here — it would be the first thing someone else noticed if they came by. But the low-hanging branches blocked off most of the wind, and Jonas had piled up more branches underneath to block the gap. The camp would be sheltered, and that automatically meant it would be a couple of degrees warmer than outside. If it snowed, the tree and low hanging branches would be a perfect umbrella.

      They camped down on the side away from the wind. Fir tree branches all grow flat, with a natural curve to them, and Jonas had piled them in layers all facing the same way up, so that the boys lay on a natural, springy mattress. They laid one rug down on top of the branches for good measure, and lay top-to-tail with the other rug over the top of them.

      For extra insulation, Beck added a whole heap more fir branches on their improvised mattress, to complete the shelter floor.

      “One layer underneath is worth two on top,” Beck mumbled to Jonas. “We will lose most of our heat through the floor so this will help us.”

      Jonas nodded, and then added: “We will need all the help we can get tonight — to stay warm and to stay hidden.”

      Beck had been getting used to the deer skin that he still wore while his proper gear froze itself dry, and he now spread it out so that it covered both of them as best he could.

      They both kept their hats and boots on. The body cools down when you stop moving, and it cools even more when you sleep. The most important thing over the next few hours was keeping as much warmth in them as possible.

      “I’m looking forward to breakfast…” Jonas mumbled out of the dark. Beck smiled to himself.

      “Sure.” Unfortunately he couldn’t actually guarantee that the snares would catch anything. He didn’t mention it out loud: he would cross that bridge if he came to it. They would both be in the same situation, and another day living off grubs and berries wouldn’t kill them. “It’ll be nice to eat something I catch without looking out for dragons.”

      “Dragons?” Jonas exclaimed, before remembering they were meant to be keeping their voices down. Beck felt too drowsy to explain about the lizards that had been such a pain for him, Ju-Long and Jian, recently in China. Two-metre long carnivores, with bites that could kill, determined on filching everything the humans caught for themselves.

      “Long story.” But still, he thought, even if there weren’t dragons… “You’re absolutely sure about these, uh, järvs?”

      But there was no answer, just the sound of breathing.

      Beck lay for a little longer and thought of tomorrow. It was always helpful to wake up with a plan in mind — something you could get stuck right into.

      They would steer clear of the roads, just keep on going cross country and head straight to the police station in Riksliden. He had come through the town on the way to the lodge, and as he remembered there were no suburbs. One moment wilderness, the next moment the buildings started. Good. Two boys walking into town would have plenty of witnesses. But it would be a different challenge to stay hidden there if they were being chased…

      He eventually fell asleep and dreamed of hunting järvs — or being hunted by one, or maybe both. But he still didn’t know what they looked like, and whenever he got close to one, something got in the way and he still couldn’t quite see.

      “Don’t worry,” said the dark-haired girl who also lived in his dreams. “Just rest.”

      “I’ll try,” Beck mumbled, and he stopped dreaming of Dian, järvs or anything else. The next time he opened his eyes he could see the branches above him, picked out against the grey, pre-dawn sky.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      They made their way cautiously back to the dummy camp. Maybe the woman had found it, and been fooled and moved on? Maybe she had guessed it was a fake and was lurking somewhere, waiting for them? Or maybe she just hadn’t come by this way, which meant that the whole deception had been unnecessary?

      There was no sign of her so there was no way of knowing which of the options was the right one.

      Beck’s outdoor gear hung from a branch and, as he had predicted, it was stiff with ice. He took great pleasure in bashing coat and trousers against a tree trunk and then shaking them so that powdered ice trickled out of sleeves and legs.

      He still had to put the clothes on again and feel the ice chill against his skin. The frozen coat wrung a couple of powerful, involuntary shivers out of him as it clung to his body, and he knew he just had to live with it until his body heat could warm it up inside once they started moving again.

      Unfortunately the ice treatment hadn’t got rid of the bog smell as well as the bog water. That was something else to live with.

      Jonas began to build up the fire again, and Beck, fingers crossed, went out onto the clear ground to check the snares.

      The first was empty. He pulled a face and dismantled it, tucking the wire into his pocket. It would be wrong to leave it where an animal might run into it later on and be trapped, dying slowly and pointlessly.

      And the second, third, fourth…

      But he puffed out a happy sigh when he saw the movement over by the fifth. A hare crouched there, poised to spring away. Its ears and hind feet were like a rabbit’s, but its grey-furred body was longer, sleeker and more muscular, and when it stood up on all fours it would be higher off the ground. The ground around it was scratched and scraped in a circle, with the hare in the middle. It had put up a fight trying to escape, but the snare held it firmly by the neck. Beck was pleased to see it hadn’t cut into the animal’s skin so it wouldn’t have been in pain.

      “This will be swift, I promise,” he said gently. The hare squatted close to the ground and gazed up at him with its round, sideways facing eyes. Then it sprang into motion again, trying to get away, but the snare still held it and its powerful hind feet scrabbled uselessly at the earth. The effect was to drive its body around in a circle again while its head stayed in one place.

      Beck moved quickly. He grabbed the head from behind with one hand and the shoulders with the other, and yanked back hard, twisting at the same time. The hare’s spinal column snapped with a distinct crack through the fur and its body went limp.

      Beck undid the snare from around its neck and pushed the wire into his pocket with the others, then carried their breakfast back to camp.

      “I realise it’s going to be a tough break from larvae and berries,” he said dryly, holding the hare up by its rear legs, “but I think we can probably get this down inside us.”

      Jonas made a great effort to wipe the delight off his face.

      “It will be hard,” he agreed solemnly, “but I think we will manage.”
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      Beck gutted and skinned the hare while Jonas stoked up the fire just enough to get a small bit of heat to cook with. He laid it on its back on a log, and with a few strokes of the knife he made cuts in the skin around each hind leg. Then he sliced up from one of the cuts, along the leg, across its front and down to the cut on the other leg, careful not to puncture the stomach en route. He pulled back the flap of fur that he had created to reveal mottled, red-brown flesh underneath.

      Next he cut along up the hare’s front, up from its stomach and along its breastbone, careful not to puncture the guts and spoil the meat with gastric acid and hare poo.

      The hare’s guts were like a slimy grey-brown alien mass coiled inside it. He held it up by its front legs and shook it, and most of the mass simply fell out. He worked his fingers into the depths of the cavity, feeling tissues give way with sucking sounds, to find the hard lumps that were the kidneys and liver. He pulled them out to set aside on the log.

      With the guts now lying in a heap on the ground, he stuck his fingers further in, next to the ribs, and felt them slide over the rubbery mass of its heart. He hooked his fingers over it and pulled it back and out of the hare’s rib cage, putting it down with the liver and kidneys.

      Last of all he cut around the ridge between the hind legs, and then sliced off the head with a few deft strokes. He put the body down on the log and used the blunt end of the crowbar from the pack to dig a small hole to bury all the discarded bits.

      Then he could turn his attention to cooking the animal.

      Beck found the straightest piece of wood that he could and skewered the hare along the length of its body so that the wood emerged where its neck had been. He made two supports, each out of a pair of sticks tied together at one end with wire, and balanced each end of the skewer in the angle between the two. The whole thing went over the fire so that the heat and the smoke rose up into the hollow of its body. Now all he had to do was rotate the skewer every couple of minutes so that the whole thing got an even roast.

      “About twenty minutes,” he said, as the first hints of cooking meat tickled his nose. Jonas didn’t say anything: his eyes already feasted on the roasting hare, and the sound of his stomach said everything. Beck chuckled and went to wipe his hands, slick with hare blood and guts, on some moss.

      They kept a close eye on the fire to make sure it didn’t get too smoky. Like the day before, it meant keeping it constantly fed with smaller pieces of wood that would immediately be consumed by the blaze and not turn to smoke in the meantime.

      They were crouching on opposite sides of the fire, Beck estimating in his head whether it was time to rotate the skewer again, when a sudden motion behind Jonas made him look up. The shout came instinctively to his lips even before the full impression of lurching claws and teeth of the attacking animal had even registered.

      “Jonas, look out!”
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      Jonas only saved his life, or at least prevented himself from serious injury, by leaping straight over the fire, spurred by Beck’s alarm and not even bothering to look around to see what the problem was. Beck was already scrambling back, making a landing space for his friend.

      The hissing, spitting creature charging at them only paused for a moment at the fire. It was the size of a small Labrador, with a shaggy fur coat all the shades between brown and blond. Its face was bear-like, with a sharp snout, two pointed ears, and small, black eyes that glared aggression at them. But it wasn’t a bear.

      And then it was flowing around the flames towards them.

      The boys pelted in different directions, each with one thought in his mind — get up a tree.

      Beck grabbed a branch above his head and swung his legs up onto it all in one smooth movement. A pair of small but very powerful jaws snapped just inches below his backside.

      “That is a järv,” Jonas shouted, and Beck finally understood.

      “It’s a wolverine!”

      Beck had never seen a wolverine outside a zoo — but that one had been at feeding time, and he had seen those jaws bite clean through a piece of bone like it was wood. They were small but hugely powerful, designed by nature to chew through the frozen carcasses of dead animals in the Arctic. A wolverine was essentially a twenty-five kilo weasel, with the teeth, razor sharp claws and bad temper to match.

      He quickly pulled himself up onto the branch so that he was sitting astride it, rather than hanging from it, and worked his way along towards the trunk. The wolverine rose up onto its hind legs and snapped at him again. Beck jerked his dangling feet away, and then lunged back with a kick at the jaw, angling his foot so that the teeth wouldn’t be able to fasten on it.

      “They can climb trees too,” he called, “so if it tries — kick it!”

      The wolverine dropped back onto all fours and prowled around the fire, every now and then shooting a dirty look at the two boys. It didn’t seem interested in the cooking hare. It probably preferred raw meat to cooked, and the heat would be repelling it.

      “So, what did we do to upset it?” Beck demanded.

      “They don’t like intruders,” Jonas suggested. “Very territorial. It thinks we’re trespassing.”

      “Well, I suppose I’m glad it’s only just worked that out,” Beck said with feeling. If it had attacked them while they were sleeping under the tree, that would have been very different. No fire to distract it, no room to get out of its way. “Do you know how to get rid of them?”

      “We, uh, wait for it to get bored?”

      “We don’t have time for that,” Beck grated.

      “I don’t think he cares.”

      They watched the wolverine in tense frustration. It still circled the fire, not getting too close, which made Beck think.

      “We’ve got flares in the bag.” The pack was lying, discarded, over on the other side of the camp. “If we can get to them, we can maybe scare it off.”

      “Okay.” A pause. “How do we get to it without losing a leg?”

      “I’m — uh — working on that.” Beck shifted on his branch, which immediately got the wolverine’s attention and it came padding over, snarling and teeth bared. Beck drew back his foot for another kick if it tried its luck. Okay. Maybe Jonas could move about, dangle a foot, attract it over there, and Beck could make a run for the pack and get up another tree… very, very quickly…

      And then, just as everything seemed about as bad as it could get, it got worse.

      “Flares, you say?” said a new voice, and Beck’s guts turned to ice as, rifle cradled in her hands, the woman emerged from the trees.
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      “Found you at last! What were you thinking? Didn’t you hear me shouting? And destroying that bridge…”

      She seemed to be the only one who wasn’t thrown by the new turn of events. Instead she had a whole list of complaints to run through — and with the boys each stuck up a tree, a wolverine on the ground and a rifle in her hands, she had all the time she needed to run through them.

      Beck tensed, perched on his branch, his mind turning over a thousand different scenarios per second — how to get away from her, how to avoid the deadly mass of claws and teeth on the ground — and coming up with nothing. Jonas was probably thinking similar. His eyes were fixed on her and his mouth hung open with dismay.

      “And then, did you deliberately try to throw me off by sending me the wrong way…?”

      The wolverine didn’t know quite what to make of it either. It bared its teeth and snarled, and she raised her rifle. But then it didn’t seem to want to turn its back on the boys in case they got away, and it paced back to Jonas’s tree.

      “We will talk about this later,” she said firmly. “Now let’s get rid of our furry friend.”

      Without lowering the rifle, she sidled over to where the pack lay against a log. The wolverine patrolled back and forth a few metres away, keeping an equal distance between all three of them. She crouched down, keeping the rifle pointed at the wolverine with one hand, and fumbled inside the pack with the other to pull out one of the flares, a metal tube about the length of Beck’s forearm.

      Then she abruptly slung the rifle over her shoulder, unscrewed the top of the flare, pointed it at the wolverine and pulled the tab at the top.

      Bright light and thick red smoke erupted with a hiss and a roar. The wolverine recoiled in surprise. The woman advanced, holding the flare low, aiming it at the creature’s head while the tube’s contents spurted out. The wolverine made a half-hearted snap at her but the sparks and heat and smoke and sound were all things it could never have encountered before.

      At long last, it decided that enough was enough, and hurried off into the undergrowth.

      She stood still, pointing the flare at where the wolverine had been, until the flare sputtered out. Then she looked up at Jonas and Beck.

      “So, are you coming down?”

      And Beck realised there was absolutely no point in staying up in the tree. She could already have shot them, if she wanted to, and she could do it just as easily whether they were up where they were or down on the ground.

      Her rifle was over her back, he noted, possibilities still whizzing around inside his head. There were two of them, him and Jonas, and if she made a hostile move then they could probably take her down between them. But they would need to be on the ground to do it.

      He still had no intention of trusting her.

      “Who are you?” he demanded. She slid a hand inside her coat and pulled out a black wallet which she passed up to him.

      “Elin Svedmar, Tullverket.”

      “Tullverket?” Jonas exclaimed in disbelief, as Beck tried to remember where he had heard that word before. He opened the wallet up. It contained an identification card, very official looking, with her photo and name, and a shield with a lion and a crown and a portcullis. Then he remembered. Jonas had said his dad worked for Tullverket — Swedish Customs.

      He chucked the wallet over to Jonas, and slowly climbed down from the tree.

      “And why should we trust you?” he asked, still poised to jump her if she so much as fingered the rifle strap. She looked surprised.

      “Why shouldn’t you?”

      Jonas said a few toneless words in Swedish: Beck heard the words ‘Kolberg’ and ‘Eriksson’ and ‘Granger’. He saw the penny drop for the woman at the same time as he realised Jonas was repeating the conversation they had overheard as they lay in hiding near the van.

      She looked at them with new respect.

      “You heard that? You were nearby, listening? You’re better than I thought.”

      Then she laughed, and sat down by the fire.

      “Okay. I can see why you were nervous to trust me — and bearing in mind what you had gone through, I can’t blame you. But no. I was after Kolberg, not you. We knew the kind of people he worked for, and we suspected they were going to try something at the lodge. We were waiting for them to incriminate themselves, then we would strike — and then all three of you disappeared. Thank Anna-Britt. She remembered one last task to set you, so she went to your room last thing before bedtime and found you both gone.

      “If she hadn’t then you wouldn’t have been missed until you were late for work yesterday — you’d have had a few more hours start on me and we might not be talking now. Anna-Britt raised the alarm — but of course she only told the lodge manager, who is the one member of staff to know about our mission, so he told me and I took over.

      “We looked for anyone else who might be missing from our suspects, and turned up Kolberg’s name. We tracked his phone signal and I found the van, with one dead man and no boys, live or dead.

      “I thought he must have already killed you — he wouldn’t take you for any other reason — but there was no sign of you, and meanwhile… Meanwhile, I was thinking, Beck Granger? Where have I heard that name? So I looked you up.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      It was a sad fact that, back home, he had become quite well-known. Because of his mis-adventures over the years, he had been in newspapers, on TV, and been written about in magazines. A lot of people had wanted a piece of the boy who kept surviving. Beck had always taken it in his stride, but if truth be told, he had never really liked it.

      Sure, it was a nice feeling sometimes to think he had people all over the country that seemed to know and like him — it was kind of like he had a lot of friends that knew him but who he didn’t know. He could never work out if that was a good thing or just a bit weird.

      It was also true though, that the further he went from home, the less famous he was — thanks goodness. But apparently, somehow, his exploits had reached Sweden.

      Sitting down, she looked distinctly unthreatening and Beck knew he had to start trusting. He slowly sat down across the fire from her, and she smiled at him.

      “And when I read about you, I realised I had been wrong. I had thought two boys, alone on the mountain, must be dead by now… except that one of them is Beck Granger, who is perfectly capable of being alive still. So I looked around, and guess what, I found two sets of tracks leading away. So I tracked you instead. And by the way, you did a very good job of confusing me, Beck.” At this she smiled at him warmly.

      But Beck wasn’t really in the mood to accept compliments. He was still pretty confused and this was just making everything else more complicated.

      “So, who are these people?” he demanded. “Why were they after us?”

      She shrugged.

      “I was hoping you could tell me. The only reason they would do something that desperate is if they thought they were about to be exposed, and silencing you was the only way to guarantee their safety. Do you know why they might have thought that?”

      “No idea,” Beck said truthfully. “All we’ve done is collect weather data. We never met any of them until two days ago.”

      “We thought…” Jonas began. He had climbed down to sit with Beck. “Well, I thought it might be — you know, something to do with my dad? To punish him?”

      “No.” She shook her head firmly, which made Jonas smile in relief, but which only increased the frustration for Beck of not knowing. “Whatever it was, I am sure it’s to do with what is going on at the lodge right now.”

      “Which is what?” Beck asked.

      “Drugs?” Jonas guessed.

      “Child smuggling.”

      “What?” they exclaimed together.

      “Child smuggling,” she repeated distinctly, in a low voice. Every shred of good humour had vanished from her expression. “Sometimes a family that is desperate for money will sell their child. Sometimes they will sell or give the child away because they think it will have a better life that way. Sometimes the child just gets stolen. Either way, the refugee camps are rich pickings for these smugglers. There are a lot of desperate parents and a lot of available children.”

      Beck listened, open-mouthed. He remembered wondering how desperate you had to be give up everything for a chance of a new life north of the Arctic Circle. How much more desperate did you have to be to sell your own child?

      “But,” Jonas said, “you can’t just turn up and ask if anyone has a child to sell?”

      “No, of course not. They are more subtle than that. They like to hide in a genuine organisation that does good work — in this case, Medics Around the World.”

      Beck stood up abruptly.

      “Look, we should get back. Our families will be worried to death about us both by now — I know what it’s like, not knowing where people you love are at. And there’s Anna-Britt, she’ll be worrying too — plus we’ve got to warn Dr Winslow what kind of people he’s working with.”

      Elin looked at him strangely, as though he had said something odd.

      “People are certainly worried,” she agreed. “The woods around the lodge are crawling with people trying to find you — but of course, no one will realise you could have got this far away, because no one knows Kolberg abducted you. They think you persuaded Jonas to go on some ill-advised adventure into the wilderness. All your stuff is missing too.”

      “Then you need to tell them!”

      “In time.” Elin made no move to go for her phone, or do anything that might help pass on the information. “I was kind of hoping to talk to you privately before the regular police get involved. We still don’t know what made them take you in the first place, and if they know you’re alive, that might put them off their operation.”

      Beck stared at her.

      “And that’s a bad thing?”

      “Yes,” she said simply. “We need them to feel safe enough to continue, so that we can catch them in action — that’s how we get evidence.” She cocked her head, eyes narrowed. “So, what is Dr Winslow to you? A friend?”

      “Well …” Beck shrugged, baffled. What was it to her? It wasn’t Winslow’s fault that his work was being undermined by these people. Couldn’t she see that?

      “No. I only met him the day before yesterday for the first time since — well, since he delivered me as a baby. Me and my sister. ’Course, I don’t exactly remember that. I just knew his name, that’s all.”

      “Beck,” Elin said patiently, “I need you to listen carefully. Please.”

      For the first time, Elin seemed to be having difficulty getting the words together in her head.

      “Beck…” She put a gentle hand on his knee. “I said I was tracking Kolberg, but only because I knew he worked for Dr Winslow. Winslow, I believe, is the one we’re after.”
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      It was like being socked in the stomach.

      Beck moved his lips to say, ‘How do you know?’ but he couldn’t even find the breath to say the first word.

      She seemed to guess what he was asking.

      “Simple logic. First, we found a number of smuggled children, in different places, all around the world, and we traced them back to where the smuggling first occurred, but it was always a different place, a different situation. So, we looked around for any common factors, apart from people wanting money — there was always that — and we noticed there was often some kind of medical organisation involved.” She paused.

      “Different organisations, but we put them all together to see if there were people or one person in common who always stood out… and Henry Winslow came top of the list. But, that doesn’t prove anything, and until there is proof, he can’t be arrested and taken to court. To prove something, we have to catch him at it.”

      “‘We’,” Jonas repeated in a highly sceptical tone that made Beck whip his head around in surprise. “That’s Tullverket, right?”

      She looked at him with an expression so neutral it almost screamed.

      “Yes, Tullverket, who I work for. I showed you my I.D.,” she said.

      Jonas made a scornful noise.

      “The Customs agency wouldn’t be tracing stolen children all around the world — that would be an international job. And I doubt they have expert trackers and marksmen, and they can’t order clean-up crews to dispose of dead bodies. You’re not Tullverket, you’re Säpo.”

      “What’s…” Beck had found his breath and tried the word. “‘Serpo’?”

      “Säkerhetspolisen — the Security Service, who don’t officially exist but everyone knows they do,” Jonas replied. He looked at Elin with reluctant admiration. “Wow! Säpo!”

      Elin looked at him for a moment longer, then turned back to Beck as though Jonas hadn’t said anything at all.

      “Do you know what makes me angry?” she said. “Really, really angry? Winslow specialises in selling children to crooked adoption agencies. Now, I’m adopted myself. I had a wonderful childhood with parents who loved me. When it’s done properly, which it is ninety-nine per cent of the time, adoption is wonderful. Here, you have children who want parents. There, you have parents who want children. So you bring them together and you create a new family. It should be so good, so right, and people like Winslow have corrupted it. That makes me mad.”

      “So you are the good guys?” Beck asked quietly. “Like a female James Bond?”

      “Of sorts. And this is why I’m after Winslow,” she finished.

      Okay, he could breathe now. He wasn’t sure he could manage anything else. So much certainty had vanished that he wasn’t sure what to think. Did this all really add up? Could the doc really be bad?

      And… if he moved his mouth, would sense come out of it?

      “You…” Beck frowned. He had no reason to doubt her, but Winslow was Winslow. The man who had delivered him and Dian. He hadn’t realised he had hung so much on the image of that grumpy, balding man he had met at the lodge. He had to make one last effort to defend him. “But surely, you’ll need more than that in court.”

      “And we have it. All kinds of backing evidence. For example, he is a man who likes to gamble — in fact he’s addicted to it, and he is not very good. He is always running up huge debts and then paying them off around the time a new child is taken — that’s what we think he uses the money for. But as you say, that’s not conclusive evidence.”

      She changed tone abruptly.

      “I need to get you two back to safety. We’re seven kilometres from the road — we can be there in a couple of hours and I can call for a lift.” She gave Beck a quick up-and-down look, taking in his bog-smeared clothing. “I’ll tell them to bring you a fresh change of clothes. But first…” She looked longingly at the cooking hare. “Is there enough for three?”

      “Of course!” Beck smiled for the first time. “I’m sorry. There’s plenty here for you too. You must be as hungry as us?!”

      “I am hungry.” She paused. “I had no idea teenagers were such hard work!”

      They all smiled. Beck sliced the meat and handed it round. After some silence as they savoured the hot food, Beck then started up again. His mind still whirring.

      “But do you know how long he’s been doing this? Stealing children?”

      She thought.

      “We can’t know every single case. He started paying off his debts … oh, fourteen, fifteen years ago, so that might be when it began. Why?” She peered at him more closely.

      Beck then stopped eating, mid mouthful, and put the meat slowly down on the ground. His hand was shaking.

      “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      Beck paused.

      “We still don’t know why he wanted to kill us,” he said slowly. “Or do we?” Beck paused.

      “I recognised him as the man who delivered me. That means…” He paused again, as if he was somewhere far away.

      Then Beck looked up at each of them in turn.

      “I think I know exactly why he was afraid of me.”
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      It took them just under two hours to reach the road — a smooth, modern stretch of tarmac that cut through the Arctic wilderness like a knife slash. The black SUV that Jonas and Beck had seen the day before was parked up on the side, the only vehicle visible in either direction.

      The man that Beck had seen in Reception with Elin — a well-built, blond man in his twenties — was propped against the bonnet, waiting with folded arms. For all the welcoming smile, Beck immediately knew this was someone to keep on the good side of. The face was guarded and the eyes were wary. Beck could tell he would be the kind of guy who took in everything he saw.

      “He is so totally not a Customs man,” Jonas whispered behind Elin’s back.

      “Mikael, always prompt!” Elin greeted him. The man unfolded himself from the side of the car and gestured.

      “Spare clothes from Beck’s room in the back, food in the front.”

      Beck and Jonas abruptly peeled off in different directions.

      “And no one at the lodge knows we’ve found the boys?” Elin asked.

      Mikael shook his head.

      “I’ve told no one. We don’t know how many of the Medics Around the World team are innocent and how many are with Winslow, but…” The smile slipped to something more grave. “We do know Winslow has vanished.”

      “What?” Elin stared at him. “We have to find him — and fast. If he’s taken a child — he will disappear. We have to find out where he went!”

      “Riksliden,” Mikael said. “It’s the only nearby place.”

      “But where in Riksliden? It’s not a big town — but it’s big enough. And the handover will only take seconds. We must be there… Beck! Jonas! Into the car, now!”

      Beck came hopping around from the back of the car, still pulling on his fresh trousers. Jonas only had to disengage himself from a mouthful of sandwich. They clambered into the back and were pressed into the seats as Mikael gunned the engine and the SUV accelerated off, with total disregard for Sweden’s 90 kilometres-per-hour limit.

      “I’ll call the town police.” Elin pulled out her phone. “We need to get them Winslow’s description, so they can be on the lookout. Boys, I might need to show my hand here…” She glanced back at them both. “So, if you hear me say a word that sounds like ‘Säpo’, just remember… you didn’t.”

      “Yes!” Jonas exclaimed, giving Beck a powerful nudge with his elbow. Beck looked thoughtfully at the road ahead, rolling towards them, saying nothing.

      “It’s not going to be easy. Just one man to find in a whole town,” Mikael commented dryly.

      “Yes, but—”

      “I think I might know where he is,” Beck said quietly.

      Elin stared back at him.

      “You do? How?”

      “I saw him browsing a tourist site, on his tablet.”

      Elin struck her hand against the dashboard in delight.

      “Smart boy! Where? We’ll get the police to concentrate on that area…” She looked back at Beck, picking something up in his expression. “What?”

      Beck just looked at her and her face grew stern.

      “Beck. No! We talked about this!”

      Back at the camp, Beck had told her exactly why he thought Winslow had been suspicious of him — suspicious enough to want him dead. They had spent most of their walk through the woods discussing it. Beck had a theory and he wanted to put it to Winslow himself, and soon. Elin was certain that was not a good idea.

      “No,” Elin said again. “We don’t want you to be involved any further in this — it is a police operation. Once we have him, we’ll find everything out, including your theory on this.”

      Beck sat back in his seat, with his hands fidgeting on his knees. Outwardly, his face was a calm mask. Inside, he could feel his heart pounding.

      He had got it wrong at first with Winslow. Badly wrong. Learning the truth had been like those times when someone walks up some stairs, and misjudges the number, and puts a foot on a step that isn’t there. The jolt goes through the entire body. This one had gone further — into his deep-rooted fears, into his very soul.

      Sure, the best thing was to help the authorities, and get the man locked up — straight away.

      But he would also never forgive himself if he didn’t discover the truth he so desperately sought — the answer to the most important question he would ever ask.

      So, what he was going to do next made no sense at all — yet also somehow made the most sense in the world.

      He swallowed, and summoned all the courage he didn’t feel, and looked her in the eye.

      “I need to be there. If I don’t get to be part of this,” he said, “I don’t tell you the tourist website Winslow was looking at. And without that,” he paused, “you lose him.”
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      The town square of Riksliden was an open space a hundred metres across, paved with grey stone cobbles and surrounded by tall, colourful buildings that looked like they had been grown out of a kid’s playset.

      In the centre was a fountain, dry now that the summer season was over. The old fashioned town hall was like an ornate mini-palace that took up most of the far side, built of red brick and with gables and cornices and a green copper roof. The ground floor was a row of shops that opened onto the square.

      It was also very cold — a biting wind cut across the square and the few people around were well wrapped against it. Beck, Jonas, Elin and Mikael were snug in one of the square’s several coffee shops, across from the town hall, separated from the elements by a large plate glass window.

      The shop was comfortable and warm — the first time Beck had felt either of those things for a while.

      But he didn’t care. He would have had his face pressed to the glass, scanning the square for any sign of Winslow, if Elin hadn’t told him sharply to sit down. If Winslow saw him standing there, clear as day, he could still ruin everything.

      Elin had finally relented to allow Beck to be here, against her better judgement. But she had had no choice. Time was critical for them now.

      Beck had forced a lid down on the burning fury inside him, and sat down at the window table so they could all pretend to be normal customers — him and Elin one side, Mikael and Jonas on the other. He could still crane his neck every few seconds to stare out of the window.

      He couldn’t touch the coffee and buns they had bought, in their attempt to look like regular customers. His appetite was zero and his stomach felt like it was floating loose inside him. He wondered if this was how people feel when they’re awaiting news, good or bad — the birth of a baby, the results of a cancer test. Forced into inactivity, but primed with adrenaline and bursting to do something, anything.

      The bulky, warm clothing that everyone out there wore would make identifying Winslow harder, but, without moving his head, Beck could see several police officers scattered around the square, casually going about their business. He stiffened — but only for a moment — at the sight of a pram. It was being pushed by someone who was clearly a woman, not Winslow. She was on her phone, smiling and chatting, occasionally leaning forward to look at the bundle of baby, and laugh, and tickle it under the chin.

      Mikael casually lifted his camera and it clicked like a little machine gun as he recorded her, step by step, disappearing into one of the shops under the town hall — a gift shop, to judge by what Beck could see through the large windows.

      “Uh — you know that wasn’t him?” Beck asked. Mikael didn’t smile.

      “Anyone with baby gear could be involved.”

      Beck shrugged, and went back to studying the passers-by.

      “You are sure this is the place?” Elin said quietly. They had been there long enough for their coffee to go cold.

      “This is the place he was looking at,” Beck said, confidently, to squash the little worm of doubt that wriggled in his stomach. He definitely recognised, though, the square and the town hall from what he had seen on Winslow’s tablet. This was what he had been looking at. “I saw him using the maps feature to work out the way here. This is where he’ll be.”

      “If he hasn’t already been,” Elin said grimly, “or if he wasn’t just looking up the way to the supermarket or the gift shop.” She turned to Mikael. “I’ll want CCTV from every camera from every shop in the square, from opening time onwards.”

      He nodded and took out his smartphone to make a call.

      “All units around town are looking out for him,” he said as he dialled. “Even if we miss him here—”

      “Um,” Jonas said. “Isn’t that…?”

      All eyes fixed on the person who had just come into the square. Pushing a pram.

      It was a man, but that was all they could tell. He had a thick, furry hat, and a scarf over half his face, and a bulky coat.

      In other words, apart from the stroller, he was like most of the other men passing through the square.

      Apart from the pram.

      Mikael lifted the camera again and took another clip of pictures. Then he scrolled back through the ones he had already taken, and lifted his head to stare at the man.

      “No clear image of the face, but the pram is the same kind as the woman had.”

      All eyes fixed on the distant figure.

      “And he’s going into the gift shop.” Elin stood abruptly. "You two boys, stay here. Do NOT move!” Her eyes lingered on them for a second and then she nodded, as if to reaffirm her statement. “And Mikael, call back up and come with me. Let’s go!”

      And then she was off like a rocket, straight out of the door, with Mikael beside her speaking into his lapel radio mic, requesting police support.
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      Beck saw Elin and Mikael emerge into the open air a moment later and start to walk quickly across the square.

      If only he could see! Beck wanted to scream with frustration. The gift shop had tall, floor-to-ceiling windows, with shelves stocked with what looked like tacky tourist gifts. And he could see the woman and the man with their prams. But all the important stuff was being obscured.

      Beck could understand clearly how the switch was planned to happen. It would only take a moment for them to walk off with each other’s prams — her with a brand new baby, him with an empty one, both looking exactly the same. No casual onlooker would notice any change.

      The woman was one side of the shop, the man the other. They seemed to be looking at tourist tat. They drifted in each other’s direction, paused, browsed, started moving again …

      “What are Elin and Mikael doing?” Beck mumbled under his breath to Jonas.

      The suspense was killing them.

      “They are going to miss their chance, Jonas.” Beck said, twitching his fingers nervously around the sugar pot. “I can feel it.”

      “Well maybe they are just waiting for…”

      Jonas never got to finish the sentence. In a flash, Beck had jumped up, so violently that his chair fell back onto the floor. He was already at the door before Jonas could even attempt to stop him.

      “Beck, no, wait!”
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      Beck bolted out into the cold air and ran, feet slapping on the cobbles as he pelted across to the gift store. There was no need for him to worry about blowing their cover now, as Elin and Mikael had already moved in and grabbed the suspects.

      But that didn’t change the fact that this could be Beck’s one and only chance to get his question answered.

      He burst in on a storm of noise. Several other police officers were now on the scene. They must have been stationed nearby, awaiting their cue from Mikael. The baby was screaming. Dr Winslow and the woman were both handcuffed, and protesting against the policemen. Winslow was shouting at the top of his voice, in English.

      “I tell you, this is a mistake! It was simply an innocent accident that we got the wrong prams! You’ll hear from my lawyer…”

      The scene was both chaotic and aggressive, as both Winslow and the woman wrestled against their captors.

      And then, just at that moment, the doctor caught sight of Beck.

      It was as though a balloon had been pricked. Suddenly all the air, all the fight seemed to go out of him. The woman kept shouting angrily while Elin’s eyes went wide with fury.

      “Beck! What are you doing here? Mikael, get him away—”

      Beck felt powerful hands grab his shoulders from behind and start to pull him away. Beck fought and wriggled against the grip — the emotion now bursting up from his stomach.

      It was now or never.

      “Is Dian alive?” Beck shouted as he was dragged towards the door. “My sister? Did she really die or is she still alive?”

      That was the secret — that was why he thought Winslow had wanted him dead. If Dian really had died as a baby then it wouldn’t matter that Beck had identified the doctor. But if Dian had also been one of his victims, and Winslow thought Beck had somehow got something on him — that put a whole new take on it.

      Mikael had pulled him as far as the door and Beck still couldn’t get free of the man’s grip. He had asked his question and he was still being dragged away from the answer.

      And then he heard it. The words he knew were truth — as if truth somehow sounds different.

      “She was, when I last saw her all those years ago,” Winslow said, quietly, in a way that somehow cut through all the noise and racket. A silence fell for a second, as if time had somehow stopped in that cafe. The silence seemed to hover in the air. And then the woman was screaming again, not at the officers or Elin but at him, in English.

      “Shut up! Shut up, you old fool!”

      “No. Not this time.” Winslow suddenly sounded, and looked, like a hundred year old man, weary and just wanting it all to be over. “I’m so tired of this. I’m finishing this where it began.” He looked at Beck. “Your sister was… She was the first. I had debts that were killing me, I promised myself I would just do it once, but…”

      He sighed, drew a breath, let it out again, while Beck fought to contain the pressure he could feel building inside him.

      “But I…” Winslow trailed off. “I don’t know. Just somehow it was easy. The babies knew no difference, the money was more than I could ever earn elsewhere and, I got pulled in deeper and deeper, until…” He trailed off once more.

      Everyone stood silent.

      “Until there was no way out for me but… to keep going.” He paused again. “But the guilt. The guilt has been eating me inside. And nowhere, however far away I went, could I escape it. The images, the screams… I just want it to end.”

      He turned slowly to Elin. “I’ll make a full statement. Of everything. But, Beck, yes — I can’t say if she’s still alive now, of course, but I know she was when I handed her over.”

      The world seemed to close in on Beck, a roaring storm, deafening and blinding him so that he couldn’t think or speak or do anything. He didn’t resist as Mikael moved him aside so that the officers could escort Winslow and the woman from the shop.

      Another undercover officer, a lady who Beck had assumed was just a shopper, had now picked up the baby and was calmly jiggling it to try to soothe its tears.

      But Beck did hear Winslow’s last words, just as the doctor was being led out.

      “Beck?”

      He looked up. Winslow had stopped in the doorway, putting up just enough pressure that the police officer had to wait, without forcing him along.

      “For the record… there really were complications with your birth. You were both premature, your mother had blood pressure problems, the placenta detached too soon… it was touch and go. But, I saved your life. Please remember that.”
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      “And this is Jonas, by the way,” Beck said to his uncle. They were back in their shared room at the lodge, showered, changed and fed — and generally feeling human once more. Jonas leaned in across his shoulder to smile at the man on the laptop screen.

      “Hello, Professor Granger. Pleased to meet you.”

      “Jonas.” Uncle Al — Professor Sir Alan Granger — gave him a friendly nod, briefly pushing his dazed expression away. “Thank you for looking after my nephew.”

      “Well, it wasn’t easy. He hardly knows a thing about surviving in the wilderness. I had to teach him it all.”

      Beck shoved a laughing Jonas away and locked eyes with Al. “So, what about it?”

      Al Granger was getting on for his late sixties. A lifetime of diplomacy and negotiation with powerful, dangerous people had given him a calm demeanour — a placid, eyes-hooded look that sometimes made him seem half asleep, while in fact his brain was working overtime.

      But Beck’s news had actually made him look wide awake, once he got over the shock.

      “Dian…” he mused. “Alive. You know it won’t be easy, of course. Fourteen years is a long time for a trail to go cold in.”

      “I know.” Beck leaned forward and rested his chin on his fist, challenging Al to come up with objections.

      “For a start, she could well be dead by now. That’s just the hard facts and a strong possibility, Beck.” Al said quietly.

      Beck grated his teeth. He knew that. He wished Al didn’t have to be so blunt and practical always — although Beck knew they had to acknowledge that strong possibility.

      We’ve always stood beside you, Beck…

      That was what she had said to him, as he had slept by that fire on the Chinese island. And if she was alive, he had to find her. If she was dead, then he would do all he could to bring her abductors to justice.

      “But at least we can try to find out, right?” he demanded.

      Al nodded.

      “Oh, we can. We must. She’s your sister. Of course we have to find out. But even if she’s alive, and I pray to God she is…” Al held up a warning finger. “Maybe whoever bought her didn’t know she was stolen. They could have thought they were paying a fee to a legal adoption agency. Your sister could have grown up in a happy home with a family that she loves and firmly believes are her own — and if that’s the case, would we have the right to turn her life upside down?”

      A survivor has to be realistic. You have to confront hard truths and work with them. Start from where you are, not from where you might prefer things to be.

      Beck had spent all his life knowing that, but this particular truth was the hardest he had ever had to swallow.

      Even Elin had conceded that sometimes there were innocent people involved. People who didn’t understand where the baby they adopted actually came from. People who didn’t realise that their joy at gaining a new child was balanced out by someone else’s devastating loss.

      If that was the case here, then maybe they didn’t have that right to turn Dian’s life inside out.

      “But we still have to find out, Al,” he repeated firmly. “I have to do this. For her. For mum and for dad.”

      Al acknowledged it with a nod, and his face went grave.

      “One other thing. Even if her family are above board and legit, the people who got her there maybe won’t be, and they are the people we have to investigate first. There will be slime like Winslow we will encounter.” He paused. “To follow Dian’s journey, we’ll have to stoop pretty low. We’ll be in unsavoury company.”

      Beck’s mouth settled into a straight line. He was a survivor, not a fighter. But sometimes a survivor has to fight. Sometimes a fight comes to you, and then you have no choice but to fight back. But Beck had never been the one to start a fight before.

      But this fight had been started fourteen years ago by Winslow. The doctor had betrayed him and destroyed his family. Twins are meant to be together, as close as it’s possible to be. Winslow had torn them apart.

      “We’ve dealt with pretty low people before,” Beck said.

      “And, it will cost. A lot.”

      Beck grinned. He knew that Al had been about to say that.

      “Got both points covered. I can think of someone who is also used to dealing with slime, he’s inherited a fortune, and he owes me some serious favours!”

      “Who—” Al frowned, and then his eyes went wide as the penny dropped. “Oh no, Beck! No! Not James!”

      “Who?” Jonas asked, puzzled.

      Beck smiled up at him, but it was a flat, feral grin that hid churning emotions.

      “An old friend who I once saved from — well, I saved him from many things. Not least from himself.”

      Dian was out there somewhere — maybe alive; maybe dead; maybe happy; maybe suffering. There was a fourteen year old trail to pick up and it began here, in this room, tonight.

      He thought again of the raptors that had patrolled the crags of Storkittel as they had made their way out of the wilds. Those silent hunters were only doing what came most naturally to them. They hunted their prey in order to survive.

      Predators like Winslow were an offence against nature and now it was time to turn the hunt against them.
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          Surviving in the Extreme Cold

        

      

    

    
      BUILDING A SNOW CAVE

      If you’re stranded in the snow away from shelter, you need to get yourself out of the biting wind and retain warmth. Snow is an amazing insulator, so dig yourself a snow cave.

      
        	Fashion a shovel from anything flat and wide with a sharp edge

        	Find a deep area of snow

        	Dig straight down a couple of metres

        	(If the snow isn’t very deep, then try and find a pile-up at the base of a hill and build the sides up and pack firmly — if you don’t do this, it might not stand strong whilst you’re inside)

        	Then cut horizontally into the firm snow a couple of metres from the top, removing small squares one at a time, you’ll use these to block the entrance later

        	Build your cave with a higher shelf for you to rest on; cold air is denser than warm so falls to the floor meaning you can remain in the warmer air at the top.

        	Be aware — don’t make your cave a tight fit as snow shrinks

        	Make sure there’s a hole for air circulation, either through the top, or when you patch up the entrance

        	Smooth down the ceiling to prevent melting snow from collecting on any ridges

      

      CLOTHING

      Make sure that you layer your clothes in the most efficient way possible. Your head and face are more sensitive to the cold which might make them feel colder, but actually your whole body needs to be well insulated.

      Wrapping up tight — literally — isn’t always best; having a few layers of clothing which aren’t tight to the skin allows your own body heat to circulate between the layers of fabric and your skin.

      Always keep your extremities like your nose and hands covered.

      In wet and cold climates, you can become cold very quickly if your clothing gets wet, so always look for shelter if it’s raining or snowing. Wet clothes lose around 90% of their insulating power. If your shoes are wet, it’s best to take them off and allow them to dry naturally whilst you’re sleeping as you do not want to damage them.

      Lastly, shield your eyes from the glare of the white snow where possible.

      HYPOTHERMIA

      Hypothermia happens when your core body temperature drops below 35C — normal body temperature is around 37C, so a couple of degrees can make all the difference. There are a few tell-tale signs that someone has hypothermia. The things to look out for are:

      
        	Slurred and mumbling speech

        	Violent shivering

        	Loss of coordination — someone suffering from hypothermia may not be able to do up their clothing or tie a shoelace

        	Abnormally pale skin

        	Fast breathing

      

      But rest assured, there are several things that you can do for someone that you suspect is suffering from hypothermia:

      
        	Try to reduce the amount of heat that is lost. Add more layers of clothing and attempt to dry existing clothing if it’s wet. You could also try to encourage the person to move a little — exercise is key to staying warm in cold weather situations, but too much might make you sweat and that could turn to ice against your skin as soon as you stop, which will make you colder.

        	Make sure that the sufferer is well hydrated and fed. Carbohydrates, fats and proteins all release energy which warms you up! Hot drinks, if available, are particularly effective.

      

      To avoid the risk of hypothermia, you should keep drinking and eating regularly and keep up with gentle activity. And of course, stay wrapped up.

      FEELING THIRSTY?

      Collect clean snow and let it melt in a container before drinking it. Snow might look light and fluffy, but eating it directly can cause cold burns on your lips.

      

      
        
        Above all, remember: never, ever give up!
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      The rain forest’s steam-bath humidity wasn’t meant for running in, but the dark-haired girl stepped up her pace as she pushed her way through the undergrowth, not minding the sharp leaves that scratched at her face. Male voices were shouting through the trees behind her but she had vowed she wasn’t going back. Not this time. Not ever again.

      She knew she was heading straight for the cliff, a sheer limestone wall twenty metres high blocking her way, and they probably thought they had her cornered. But even though they might be old and unfit, she wasn’t. She could take it. Grab the cache, scale the cliff, and leave them behind.

      And then she would be alone in the jungle. She knew it would be hard, and she may not make it out alive, but even if she was never seen again, even if she ended up jaguar food with her bones picked clean by soldier ants, she would die free. Her last, final act of defiance …

      Something grasped her foot and held it like a trap. She gasped as the rest of her kept moving, straight down into the jungle floor, ploughing into the mass of rotten leaves and damp soil.

      “No!” She shouted it, angrily, spitting out a mouthful of mulch. She tried to jerk her leg free and winced as a jab of pain shot through her muscles. A sprain could change everything. She could see the culprit — a vine like a steel wire wrapped around her foot. She had to sit up and twist around and work it free with her fingers — just kicking only made the wire tighter.

      She could hear the pursuit getting closer. The shouts had stopped but she could hear the movement. And her headlong blundering had just opened up a path through the undergrowth. If she was going to get away it had to be now.

      “Hey, I think she’s stopped …”

      They were almost on top of her. She pulled her foot free, leapt up and started running again, all in one movement. Something like a red hot needle seemed to stick into her ankle joint. She would never make it to the cliff before they got to her. She could hear them, only metres away.

      Tears swam in her eyes but she wasn’t giving up. Her fingers closed accidentally around a loose branch and she thought, well, why not? Time to make a last stand. She wasn’t going back.

      The first of them burst out of the undergrowth and she swung the branch at him. Only his very fast reactions stopped her from knocking his head off. He stopped dead, tilting right over backwards, feet skidding in the dead leaves to avoid the blow.

      “Woah! What are you doing? It’s me!”

      And then he staggered forward as someone else cannoned into him from behind, caught out by his sudden stop.

      They weren’t who she had been expecting at all. They weren’t Silvio or any of her father’s goons. Just a pair of teenage boys — and she knew one of them. The taller, fair haired one.

      “I can see that!” she hissed. “What are you doing? And who are you?”

      She said that last bit to the second boy as he emerged from behind the first. He was staring at her like she was from outer space. His face was obscured with muddy patterns like some kind of jungle guerrilla, but still he seemed kind of familiar, for about half a second, before her conscious mind told her she had never seen him before in her life. He was a little shorter than the blond one, dark haired, with a wiry figure that, unlike the other boy’s, seemed to know exactly what it was doing with every movement.

      Apart from his mouth, which didn’t seem capable of movement at all.

      “Oh, ignore him,” the first boy said dismissively after they had stared at each other for a couple of seconds. “He’ll get over it. What are you doing? I told you to stay put!”

      “And I told you, idiot! I’m escaping!”

      “Oh.” He looked nonplussed, then very pleased with himself. “Well, you don’t have to anymore you see, ‘cos we’re rescuing you.”

      An alarm bell chose that exact moment to start ringing through the jungle. She watched his face fall.

      Brilliant. Just brilliant. The one thing she hadn’t wanted — the whole hornet’s nest stirred up.

      “Yeah?” she demanded. “So, how’s that going?”
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PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
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THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
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FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/logo-no-type.jpg





OEBPS/images/social-instagram-screen.png





OEBPS/images/mission-raptor.jpg
-





OEBPS/images/social-twitter-screen.png





OEBPS/images/logo-long-ab.jpg
= oo S
Yveove

AGORABOOKS





OEBPS/images/social-facebook-screen.png





OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png






