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			‘…and what I do shall be done by all men in the years unborn. Yes, they shall talk together across the wide spaces of the earth, and the lover shall hear her lover’s voice although great seas roll between them. Nor perchance will it stop at this; perchance in future time men shall hold converse with the denizens of the stars, and even with the dead who have passed into silence and the darkness.’

			She and Allan, Henry Rider Haggard
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			ONE

			Katohija, Kosovo

			2 September 1998

			The first Lumnije Dardan heard of the event that would shape the rest of her life was the sound of her mother’s raised voice. 

			But Jeta Dardan never raised her voice. She was a placid woman, content with her lot, happily married to Burim Dardan, associate professor of politics at Pristina University, and just now taking a well-earned rest at their country cottage in the village of Katohija, a few kilometres north of Pejē, with her husband and her two children, Azem, just turned eighteen, and Lumnije, sixteen and a half. 

			The next thing Lumnije heard was the crackle of heavy tyres.

			‘It is the Serb police,’ she said to herself. ‘They are returning.’

			The Serb police had visited them three times already that summer. They had behaved themselves, for the most part, limiting their aggression to shouting and ordering people to register – Serbs on one side, Albanian Muslims on the other – together with a little minor theft. Chickens, mainly, and the occasional lamb. Always from the Albanians and never from their fellow Serbs. But rumours were rife of more extreme outrages in other parts of the country. And the minority Albanians were understandably cautious. There was a long history of ethnic hatred between the Albanians and their Serbian neighbours.

			Lumnije and her family were Albanian Muslims. The last time the police had come they had ordered any Serbians to paint a large S onto the door of their houses, to differentiate themselves from their non-Christian neighbours. There had been an active discussion amongst the villagers as to whether everybody ought to paint the S onto their doors as a form of protest at this infringement of their liberties by the authorities. It was finally decided, however, that no harm could come from obeying the new law, so the situation had been allowed to lapse into abeyance. The S on every other house was hardly noticed any more.

			Lumnije could hear her mother shouting louder now, her voice interspersed with those of other women, and the raucous, baritone cries of angry and frightened men. She began to run. This was the first time the Serb police had come when the men, too, were resident in the village – her brother Azem on leave from his university studies, and her father, given the political situation, on an enforced sabbatical from his professorial duties. Maybe the Serbs were threatening him? Or angry about something one of the villagers had done? Or Azem was mouthing off to the police in the way young men with pent-up political opinions occasionally do?

			Lumnije burst into the village square, her hair flowing behind her, her dress flattening against the front of her thighs. It was to be the last time in her life that she was ever able to view anything as remotely normal.

			The big trucks she had heard earlier were just pulling up, but paramilitaries on foot, and heavily armed, had infiltrated the village first. Paramilitaries, not policemen.

			The soldiers were splitting the men from the women and herding them into two groups. Lumnije was just in time to see her brother and her father being dragged away from her mother, who was shrieking and screaming, her face afire, her cheeks awash with tears.

			Lumnije stopped in her tracks. No one had ever dared treat her family with disrespect.

			Now Lumnije added her voice to the screaming and wailing of the women. She ran to her mother’s side. A soldier hurried her on her way with a glancing blow from his boot. Lumnije sprawled on the ground, her dress hoicked up, her underwear showing. The soldiers jeered. Lumnije began to retch.

			The officer in charge of the soldiers ordered all ethnic Serbs to return to their houses. This they did, hurrying away without backward glances, abandoning their neighbours with every appearance of relief. 

			Lumnije looked for her father and her brother amongst the men, but she could not see them. 

			The Captain of the soldiers took a piece of paper out of his pocket. He consulted it for a moment, then called out her father’s name in a loud voice. The Captain towered by more than a head over his nearby men. His face was square. He had a massive jaw below an unexpectedly feminine nose. He was dressed entirely in camouflage fatigues. A red beret surmounted by a cap badge decorated with a Greek cross was tipped casually over one eye. The man’s face was criss-crossed with charcoal stripes and white chalk, giving him an otherworldly, almost animalistic appearance. Even his webbing was camouflaged. To Lumnije, the man seemed like an alien, transposed by error onto the familiar ground of her childhood.

			Lumnije’s father stepped forward. As the most notable individual amongst the Albanian population of the village, it was natural that he should be called first. He began to protest on behalf of the non-Serb villagers. Lumnije knew the tone he was using well. It was her father’s public voice. His professional voice, the voice he used beyond the confines of the home.

			The Captain unbuckled his holster and raised his pistol. At just this moment, their family dog, Peta, ran in from the periphery of the group, where he had been circling and barking, and leapt into her father’s arms. It was his party trick. The thing he knew would always gain him attention and, if he was absurdly lucky, a treat.

			The Captain’s shot took Peta behind the head. He and her father both fell to the ground. Peta was dead, her father still alive. One of the Serb soldiers ran over and slit her father’s throat with his knife. Then four more soldiers took his body up, dragged it to a nearby Albanian house, threw it inside and followed its passage in with two grenades.

			‘Three times,’ said the Captain to the howling women. ‘We have killed this filth three times.’

			It was then that the machine guns opened up. Lumnije sat, cradled in her mother’s arms, and watched as the men fell to the ground like scythed corn. Her brother tried to run towards them, shouting for his mother, but he was killed before he took two paces. Any woman who tried to move towards the men was struck down with a rifle butt or, if she was young and pretty, slapped to the ground by a soldier’s hand.

			Later, as the women watched, still wailing and weeping, a bulldozer was brought into the village and the bodies of the men were raised up on the hoist and dumped into an empty truck bed.

			It was at this point, watching the bulldozer manhandling the bodies of her husband and son, that Lumnije’s mother broke. She ran at the Captain, screaming her husband’s name. The Captain shot her. It was done so swiftly, and with such contemptuous dispatch, that, for a moment, Lumnije did not realize her mother, too, was dead.

			One of the soldiers dragged Lumnije to her feet and pushed her towards a small group of young women that was being gathered together at the edge of the village. Lumnije knew them all. Each girl was weeping and shrieking, just like her. Some had covered their heads with kerchieves and scarves in a bid to make themselves less noticeable to the soldiers. Others were too deeply lost in shock even for that. Some of the girls were unable to stay on their feet. When they were raised up they fell down again, like rag dolls. Finally, their friends held them, fearing that the soldiers would lose patience and kill them.

			When the clearing of the men was complete, the girls were loaded onto a covered truck. There were only young women left. The older women and the children had been herded towards the edge of the village and told to leave for Albania. If any turned back, they were warned once and then shot. The bodies of those who disobeyed were loaded onto the same truck that was carrying the dead men.

			Two kilometres out of the village, at an abandoned quarry, there was a snarl-up. The truck containing the young women stopped. Lumnije, her hands shaking, lifted the tarpaulin to see where they were being taken. She saw the truck containing the dead men tipping its contents into a shallow trench. She thought she saw her father and her brother tumbling with the others. She could not see her mother, although she knew she was with them. As she watched, the Serbs threw cornhusks onto the piled-up bodies and lit them. Soon, great plumes of smoke rose into the air. The heat from the fire became so intense that the rubberized tarpaulin of the truck she was sitting in began to smoke.

			The truck lurched forwards. Lumnije hugged the girl beside her. The girl hugged her back. The two young women remained that way, clasped in each other’s arms, for the remainder of the two-hour journey.

			TWO

			It was the Captain himself who came for her in the isolated room in which she was being held. For some time now, Lumnije had been hearing the screams of her friends and other young women she did not know as the soldiers raped them next door. As a result, she had retreated far inside herself to a place nobody could touch. A dark place, of shadows and mist and the shortages of winter. A place which bore no resemblance to the substance of her normal dreams.

			‘You. Come with me.’

			Lumnije followed the Captain. It was the first time she had been outside the room in thirty-six hours. She had been having her period, and this had saved her from the initial free-for-all that had occurred a few minutes after their arrival in what the soldier who brought her food insisted on calling the ‘rape house’. Now it was her turn.

			As she walked through the main rooms of the house she saw naked girls walking around in a daze – many with dried blood down their legs, over their breasts, on the inside of their thighs. Some were being made to clean with mops and brooms and besoms. Others were lying on the floor as if dead. There were Serb soldiers sprawled everywhere, drinking rakia and beer and smoking Domacica. As she walked behind the Captain the soldiers called out to her, and made foul movements with their hands. Lumnije thought the Captain would hand her over to them, but he continued walking and she followed him. What else could she do?

			He took her to a private room in the back of the house and told her to undress and lie on the bed.

			‘I am a virgin,’ she said.

			‘You are all virgins,’ he said. ‘That is the point of this.’

			‘I do not understand,’ she said.

			‘You do not need to understand. You are not a human being. You are an Albanian. You were born a whore. I am merely here to remind you of this. Has your period ended?’

			Lumnije nodded.

			‘Then you stay here sixteen days. I’ve decided to make you exclusively mine. I don’t like sharing. Half these morons that I command are diseased, and they will pass this on to the girls. For my part, I draw the line at catching the clap. I am their Captain. So what I say goes. You must remain in this room at all times. You will not mingle with the other girls. And you will keep yourself clean. Do you understand me? From now on, when I come in, you are at my complete disposal. If you fight, I give you to my soldiers. If you cry, I give you to my soldiers. If you try to talk to me when I do not wish to be spoken to, I give you to my soldiers. Do you understand me?’

			Lumnije nodded again, although she had not understood half of what he had said.

			When the first rape was over, she sat on the bed in the corner of the room and wept in mourning for her virginity. No husband could possibly want her now. An Albanian bride needed to enter her marriage intact. No man in his right mind would wish to father children by a woman who had been soiled by a Serb. From here on in she would be considered ‘touched’. Impure. What had been done to her could never be undone. Her few remaining relatives would turn away from her in shame. Lumnije rocked to and fro, clutching her groin in an effort to minimize the pain of the Captain’s intrusion. 

			Later, when the pain began to ebb away, she thought about her father and her brother and her mother, but her memories of them were now overlaid by the horror of their recent deaths. This became her pattern of thought over the next few days – first regret, then realization, finally despair. Outside, she could hear the screams of the other girls as they were taken by whoever felt the urge. But she, for whatever reason – perhaps the Captain’s morbid fear of infection by what he had mysteriously termed ‘the clap’ – was secured from the soldiers inside this room. She was the Captain’s property. As clearly his as if she had been marked by a brand.

			‘You are lucky,’ said the Captain one day.

			‘I am lucky?’ said Lumnije.

			‘Yes,’ said the Captain. ‘You could be with those other ones. Instead you are safely in here with me.’

			Lumnije curled up on the bed and hid her head inside her hands. She could feel the Captain watching her. Could feel his eyes travelling over her body.

			Lumnije hated her body. Hated her femaleness. Hated the way her hair fell across her face. The way her breasts stood up. She wished she might obliterate all that made her desirable to men, but she knew that was an impossible dream.

			So the Captain came back. Sometimes he would be drunk. At these times he used soft words when he was raping her. But the soft words did not help. They only made it worse. She wanted her father’s words. Her brother’s kisses. Not this man’s. She wanted her mother’s arms round her – to smell the starch in her apron – the dough on her hands from the bread she was baking. Not this man’s hands, which were rough, and intrusive, and cold as grave ice.

			‘Why sixteen days?’ she asked him once.

			‘So you get pregnant,’ he said. ‘Have a Serb baby.’

			‘Why?’ she said.

			‘Why?’ he said. ‘I do not know why. Why is there always a why? Think yourself lucky. Have I mistreated you?’

			Lumnije stayed silent.

			‘You fucking Albanians have no idea,’ the Captain said. He sat down on the edge of the bed. ‘You know how many I have killed these last six months?’

			Lumnije shook her head.

			He held out his hand. He pointed to the palm with his other hand. ‘Imagine that is full of rice. That is how many I have killed. And still there are more of you. Like locusts. Like ants.’ He raised his hand as if to hit her.

			Lumnije turned towards the wall. She waited a long time. Eventually she heard him get up and walk to the door. He stood there watching her.

			She did not turn round.

			Finally, without a word, he left.

			THREE

			On the fourteenth day of her incarceration Lumnije tried to commit suicide. She tore up the bedsheets and knotted them into ropes. Then she tied the ropes together and attached them to the light bracket. She made a rough noose and placed it round her neck. Then she stood on the bed and jumped off.

			Her weight brought the light bracket down. She lay on the floor and looked up at the hole left in the ceiling. 

			One of the soldiers came in, attracted by the noise. He looked at her lying there, and then at the trailing light. He dragged her to her feet by the rope, and for one moment Lumnije thought that he would take her out into the main room and give her to his brothers. But he contented himself with beating her about the arms and shoulders with his belt. She was the Captain’s woman. More would have been inappropriate.

			He unknotted the rope from round her neck and left her lying on the bed. Five minutes later, the Captain came in and beat her some more.

			‘Will you try this again? If so, you are of no more value to me, and I give you to my men now. Take your clothes off.’

			Lumnije shook her head. ‘I will not try it again.’

			‘You swear to this on Allah’s head?’

			Lumnije nodded.

			The Captain threw something on the bed. ‘Look. I brought you a shawl.’

			‘I do not want a shawl.’

			The Captain looked at her for a long time. Then he left.

			Lumnije picked up the shawl and threw it into a corner of the room. 

			That night, with no sheets left, she was forced to retrieve the shawl and use it to keep warm. The Captain came in around midnight, drunk, and raped her again. As usual, he spoke soft words to her. As usual she closed her ears and her heart to anything he said. She had given up trying to fend him off. The Captain was so massive and so overwhelmingly strong that he could hold her at bay with one hand while he did whatever he wanted to do with the other. Now she merely lay still, like a rag doll, and let him handle her as he saw fit. 

			‘Are you pregnant yet?’

			‘How can I know?’ Lumnije said. ‘Don’t you understand females, how we work? How can I possibly know?’

			She would never have spoken to him like this when he was sober.

			He looked at her and made a sign of disgust with his hand. ‘You are not a female. What am I thinking? You are an Albanian. I kill Albanians.’

			‘Then kill me. Kill me like you killed my mother and my father and my brother. Do you have a family?’

			The Captain looked at her in drunken incomprehension. ‘I have a son,’ he said. ‘And a wife.’ For a moment he sounded almost human. As if he felt flattered that she had asked the question.

			‘Then I hope somebody kills them.’

			They looked at each other across the bed. Lumnije was beyond hatred. Beyond fear. Now she simply existed. Two more days, she told herself. In two more days he will let me go and I will have to stand no more of this.

			‘I like you,’ he said, on the eve of the sixteenth day. The day he had promised to release her. ‘You suit me. That’s why I have given you these special privileges. I take no pleasure in breaking in new girls. I take no pleasure in rape. So I have decided to keep you.’

		

	
		
			FOUR

			Dushkaje Province, Kosovo

			19 September 1998

			John Hart watched the teenager moving in front of him through the woods. Was the boy taking him on a wild goose chase? Had he offered him too much money? Was he being led into a trap?

			He shifted the weight of his cameras and adjusted his backpack. The pair had been walking for eight hours now and Hart was tired. At twenty-five years old he was fitter than he had any right to be given his binge-drinking and his thirty-a-day smoking habit, but his fitness was as nothing compared to that of the boy. The boy seemed hardly to be sweating. In fact the boy seemed barely to notice that they were moving at all.

			Hart called for a stop. ‘How much further is it now?’

			‘Not long,’ said the boy.

			‘What is not long?’

			‘The time to smoke thee cigarettes. Maybe four.’

			‘Maybe five? Maybe six?’

			‘No. Four. Four certain.’

			‘And you know this place exists?’

			‘Yes. Many Serb soldiers. Young girls in house. There is screaming.’

			Hart could feel the saliva poaching in his throat. What insanity had started him on this trip? Was it the desire to make his name after the catastrophic series of damp-squib failures that constituted his career over the past few years? To get the photo scoop to end all photo scoops? The one cool shot that would play and play forever. Like Nick Ut’s napalm snap of the burned and naked girl in Trang Bang in 1972. Or Robert Capa’s loyalist militiaman at the point of death in Cerro Muriano in 1936. 

			Now, thanks to his foolishness, he would more than likely get killed for his trouble. The Serbs didn’t play nursery games. He had seen that during the bombing of Sarajevo in 1994, which he had covered as a wet-behind-the-ears twenty-one-year-old, having lied about his age to the newspaper that employed him. As a result of his experiences during the bombing, Hart still jumped whenever he heard a loud noise, and woke up unexpectedly on selective nights not knowing where he was or what he was doing. Out here in the woods, with no company but the boy, he felt vulnerable and fragile again, as if he was crawling out onto the edge of an eerily familiar precipice with no way back but down.

			‘Why don’t your people do anything about this?’

			‘Because we are weak and they are strong.’ The boy’s face hardened. ‘And because the girls aren’t worth saving.’

			‘What do you mean?’

			‘They have been touched.’

			‘Touched? I thought this was a rape house.’

			The boy twisted his head to one side and spat. ‘When a girl has been touched she is never clean again. Her family is besmirched. Her people are shamed. It is better for her to die.’

			Hart watched the boy. He was slowly beginning to understand the depths of hatred between the two groups that made up the Kosovan population. Neither thought the other was entirely human. The worst thing you could do was to take one of the other side’s young women and rape them. For an Albanian Muslim, this was tantamount to psychological murder. The girl would be shamed and exiled or, if she was lucky, forced into a silence that could last a lifetime. She could never tell her husband. Her father. Her mother. And if she was made pregnant she faced ostracism and the forcible adoption of her baby. In Bosnia, Hart knew that there had been cases of girls killing their own children at birth. Killing themselves while still pregnant. Rape was a war aim. Everybody knew the cost.That’s why they did it.

			‘If your sister was raped, would you turn your back on her?’ he said.

			‘If my sister was raped I would kill her. Then I would kill the man who raped her.’

			Hart shook his head. ‘Then why are you taking me to this place?’

			‘The money,’ said the boy. ‘I need the money.’

			‘To buy clothes?’ said Hart. ‘To buy a fucking motor car?’

			‘No. To buy weapons.’

			They left it at that. Neither liked the other. It was a visceral hatred, made up of illogic and youth. Hart didn’t trust the boy and the boy disdained him as an interloper and as a voyeur of other people’s pain. There was no bridging the gap.

			‘And you will wait for me while I take my pictures?’ said Hart.

			‘That is the deal.’

			‘But will you keep to it?’

			‘Your question is stupid.’

			Hart knew his question was stupid, but still he had to ask it. He couldn’t break through this boy’s carapace. Couldn’t read him. He was left with honesty.

			They continued on their way.

			Four cigarettes. How long a time does it take to smoke four cigarettes? thought Hart. An hour? Fifteen minutes per cigarette?

			An hour later the boy signalled him down. They began to crawl. In the distance Hart could hear male voices and the revving of machines.

			‘What are they doing?’

			‘Maybe they are going?’ said the boy. ‘Maybe they are packing up? Maybe you will miss your pictures?’

			Hart felt the shame burning his cheeks. He knew what the boy meant. Here he was, an observer, with a safe hotel to return to. A comfortable bed. And here the boy was, a participant, with no home left, let alone a secure place to sleep. How the kid must despise him.

			Hart crawled behind the boy to the edge of the clearing. The house stood back a little, in honour of its importance. It had been the home of a lawyer, maybe, or a government official. There were decorative flourishes on the roof and windows – money flourishes, designed to impress. In front of the house men were climbing into trucks. Hart fumbled with his telephoto lens. No. No women. Maybe this was just a barracks after all, and the Serb soldiers were going out on exercise?

			‘They’re leaving. This isn’t a rape house. I knew these places didn’t exist. You’ve brought me all the way out here to watch a bunch of Serb paramilitaries heading out on fucking exercise.’

			‘No. Look.’

			Two Serb soldiers were sealing the house from the outside. Iron bars at the windows, wooden beams propped against the doors. They were doing it casually, as if it had been done many times before.

			‘What does that prove? Only that they’re securing the house for their return.’

			‘You a fool,’ said the boy. ‘You don’t lock from outside in when you secure. They locking people in, not out.’

			Hart watched the trucks disappear up the track, leaving a dust cloud in their wake. ‘Will there be guards?’ he said.

			‘Why?’ said the boy. ‘There are only girls inside. No one will come to save them. No one care.’ 

			His face was haunted by unseen ghosts.

			FIVE

			Two hours later, the boy melted away. One moment he was there; the next he was gone.

			Hart cursed under his breath, but there was nothing he could do. He was marooned near a Serb outpost with a clutch of cameras, two bottles of water and a Sujuk sandwich. He felt like every sort of a fool.

			He gave it ten minutes and then stood up. In the two and a half hours he had been watching the house he had heard and seen nothing. He held up his press pass and stepped out into the clearing. Part of him expected to be shot. Another part, still flush with the confidence of youth, reckoned he could talk himself out of nearly anything, given half a chance. Hand out a few cigarettes. Explain that he had been looking for the monastery the boy had been muttering about. Visoki something or other. That he had wanted to photograph the tomb of St Stefan. That would be sure to appeal to the Serbs.

			He stood in the clearing and looked around. Nothing stirred. It was past mid-September but it was still hot. Hot enough to fry an egg on the bonnet of your car. Maybe thirty degrees. The cicadas were chirruping as if it were high summer.

			Hart took a sip of his water and looked at the house. It sat there like a physical manifestation and stared back at him, revealing nothing.

			Hart walked closer. He could feel the back hairs on his neck rising. Had it turned cold all of a sudden? Maybe there had been a zephyr of wind on this otherwise windless day? A fluttering of leaves?

			Then he heard it again. The moan. It was long drawn out. The distillation of despair.

			Hart looked around himself in consternation. Yes. It had been a human moan. And it had come from inside the house. He caught himself taking a step backwards preparatory to running.

			He was a photographer. A photojournalist. Not a participant in this crazy civil war. If someone was locked inside the house he should leave them, shouldn’t he? And what if there were Serb soldiers? They would kill him. Or at the very least confiscate his cameras and beat him up.

			He took a few more steps towards the house. He had come out here, into the depths of the countryside, to get a scoop. No one had succeeded in photographing one of the so-called ‘rape houses’ before. No one was even sure they existed. The Serbs maintained that they were Albanian propaganda. The Albanians maintained that the Serbs were using rape as a weapon of war. The Serbs countered with the fact that the Albanians were doing the same thing. But, like Samuel Goldwyn had once famously proclaimed, the consensus was that ‘nobody knows anything’.

			John Hart had made it his business to force the issue. He had gone around asking questions until someone, somewhere, responded. Then he had bribed them to take him to see one of the houses for himself. The man who had given him the information had sent the boy instead of coming personally. Hart had hesitated. But in the end he had gone for it. What did he have to lose? He had no reputation to speak of yet. No contract to imperil. He was a freelancer. Had been since Sarajevo. He was lucky to sell five photographs a month. Sometimes less. But all it would take would be one classic. The one shot that everyone needed. Then he would be a made man. Write his own ticket. Hart was in a hurry. He was young. He was still in love with his profession.

			He walked to the front door of the innocuous house in the clearing and prodded the beam. It was hammered tight. Hart stood back and kicked it. The beam stirred a little, but remained in place. He kicked it again. It stirred a little more.

			He looked around to see if anyone had noticed the noise he was making. The cicadas had shut up, but the clearing itself seemed alive. It seemed to be waiting for him to do something. As he watched, mesmerized by the sudden silence, the cicadas began to saw again. He swallowed, but the saliva would not come. All his instincts told him to run back towards the shelter of the woods. Retrace his steps. Lose himself inside the greenery.

			He kicked at the beam a third time. This time it moved. Hart heard the moan again. Then there were more moans. Female voices. High-pitched. Close to hysterical. Probably scared that the Serbs were coming back. 

			Oh Christ, what am I doing, thought Hart.

			He kicked the beam fully out of the way and yanked at the door. It opened. His nostrils were immediately assailed by a noxious mixture of sweat, faeces, semen, urine, blood and ammonia. Hart clamped a handkerchief to his mouth and ventured inside.

			At first, still blinded by the daylight, he could make nothing out. Then he saw them. Eight or nine naked girls cowering against the wall. Most of them were covered in filth and caked blood. Some were protecting their breasts and pudenda from his gaze – others simply stood in place, their heads bowed.

			Hart threw the door wide open to let more air in. He was close to gagging. He beckoned to the girls, but none of them approached him. The cameras on his chest weighed on him like a sackful of stones. The stones of conscience.

			He backed outside and smiled. Then he urged them anew. No one moved. When he made to enter the room again one of the girls screamed. Hart edged as far away from the girl as he could and towards another door, situated further inside the property. He threw that door open too. The room was empty. A collection of sex toys was grouped together on a nearby table, as if being readied for some perverted game of chess.

			He backed out of the room and sidestepped round the girls until he came to a further door. He talked all the time to them. In English. Tried to calm them. But not a single one of them seemed to speak his language. His body was dripping sweat. His shirt and trousers were wringing. He feared that at any moment a detachment of Serb soldiers would burst in and shoot him.

			He reached the second door and tried the handle. This one was locked. He signalled for a key, but the girls shook their heads. Hart kicked at the lock. It began to splinter. He kicked again. The sound was obnoxiously loud in the confined space, but Hart sensed, from the way the girls were behaving, that something or someone of significance lay concealed behind the locked door.

			At his third kick, the door swung open. A young woman was tied, more or less fully clothed, on a bed. Her body was half covered by a bloodstained shawl. Long withheld nausea overwhelmed Hart’s defences. He tried to hold back but he couldn’t. He vomited on the floor, retching and choking, one hand on the door frame, the other trying to hold his cameras back against his chest so that they would not be soiled.

			When he was finished being sick he wiped his mouth on his shirtsleeve, then stared at what he had done with disbelief. Eventually he looked at the girl. She had bruises on her cheeks and about her eyes. There was blood caked beside her mouth and in her hair. He took out his pocket knife and untied her.

			‘Do you speak English?’ he said. ‘English? My name is John Hart.’

			The girl hesitated. Her gaze drifted to the open doorway behind him.

			‘Please,’ he said.

			The girl stirred as if awakening from a dream. Her eyes flared. Her face took on the rictus of normality, as of one who rarely speaks. 

			‘My name is Lumnije Dardan. I speak English. You must go from here and lock the doors again. Just as you found them. Or when they come back the soldiers will kill us all.’

			SIX

			Lumnije watched the tall young man with the golden hair standing beside the door. She could smell his fear. This one was not a soldier. He carried no pistol. The soldiers she knew did not vomit when they saw young girls. They picked one and took her. The girls were too scared or too broken to argue. 

			The week before, a girl had succeeded in killing herself with one of the soldier’s knives. Lumnije had been made to watch her body being dragged out of the house. The Captain, after a loaded glance at Lumnije, had ordered the girl to be jointed and fed to the pigs. The rest submitted. There was nothing else to do. The cost could be counted later.

			‘You must come with me,’ the man said to her.

			Lumnije almost laughed.

			‘Please. We must hurry. There are no soldiers here now. But they will return.’

			‘No soldiers?’ she said.

			‘None. I broke in here. No one stopped me. The soldiers have gone away for the time being. You must tell the others to come with me.’

			‘Why?’

			‘Why?’ he said.

			‘Yes. Why should we come with you? Can you protect us?’

			The tall young man with the golden hair looked down at his cameras. ‘No. I can’t protect you.’

			She watched him from across the floor. Then something stirred inside her. Some echo of possible salvation. She got up from the bed and crossed the floor towards him. She saw him flinch when he caught the stench from her body. She walked past him. He followed her.

			‘You. All of you,’ she said to the cowering girls. ‘This man is taking us away. We must go with him.’

			No one moved. Some were from her village. Some were not. Lumnije clapped her hands together to capture their attention.

			One of the girls stepped forward. A girl she did not know. 

			‘You are the Captain’s whore. Why should we listen to you?’

			Lumnije walked to the front door and looked out. It was true. There were no soldiers. ‘We are all whores now. You can go or you can stay. I don’t care. I go with this man.’

			‘What is he?’ said one of the others. ‘Why does he have cameras and not guns?’

			‘What are you?’ said Lumnije to the tall young man with the golden hair.

			‘What am I?’

			‘My friend wants to know what you are doing here. Why you carry the cameras? Why you don’t have a gun?’

			The golden-haired young man looked as if he was about to cry.

			Lumnije took pity on him. ‘Find any clothes you can,’ she told the girls.

			‘Why do you have clothes and we have not?’ said the first girl. The one who had called her the Captain’s whore.

			‘Because I am the Captain’s whore. See?’ She lifted up her stained blouse to show the bruises on her stomach. Then she turned to show the stripes on her back from his belt. ‘I am so beautiful he gave me special attention. This is why I have clothes and you have none. Take sheets, coverlets, anything to cover yourselves with. The sun is hot and we are no longer used to it.’ Lumnije squinted at the sunlight outside. ‘Shoes, too, if you can find them. They will be sure to follow us.’

			Some of the girls began to moan again.

			‘Those who wish to stay, stay. But believe this. They will kill you.’ 

			She looked at the man. 

			‘Now we go,’ she said in English. ‘Do not fear. They will follow. In their own time. Sure. But they will follow.’

			SEVEN

			Hart led the girls back along the path the boy had taken him. He thought he would remember the first mile. Then maybe he would remember some more, maybe not.

			Three of the girls had decided to join the one who spoke English. The rest elected to stay behind. Hart found this fact almost impossible to grasp. He had tried to persuade the girl they called the Captain’s whore to force her friends to accompany him, but she had looked at him with pity and shaken her head.

			‘What is your name?’ he asked her.

			‘Lumnije,’ she said. ‘I told you this back at the house.’

			‘What?’

			‘Lumnije. Lumnije Dardan.’

			‘And the others?’

			‘I do not know their names.’

			Hart was tempted to continue with his questioning, but he suspected he would get nowhere. He was still in shock. His hands, when they clutched his cameras for comfort, shook. He took no photographs.

			‘The soldiers,’ he said.

			‘The soldiers will come for us. They will kill the other girls and they will come for us.’

			‘Why will they kill the others?’

			‘Because they wish to use the house again. It is convenient for them.’

			‘Why did the soldiers leave?’

			‘I do not know. But sometimes this happens. There is a call. They all go. Maybe it is to kill a village? To take more girls? That is why they have this house.’

			Hart slowed his pace. Some of the young women were struggling. Two of the three had found no shoes.

			‘Where are we going?’ said the girl called Lumnije.

			‘Going?’ said Hart. ‘You are asking me where are we going?’

			‘Yes. Where are you taking us?’

			Hart felt an unholy calm descend on him. A preternatural tranquillity. As of a murderer who has finally come to terms with the fact of his execution. ‘We are going to a monastery. Called Visoki, I think.’

			Lumnije threw her head back and stared at Hart as if he had taken leave of his senses. ‘You mean Visoki Decˇani? But that is a Serb monastery. I know of this place – it is Orthodox Christian. But we are Albanians, Sunni Muslim.’

			‘The monks are protecting Albanians. I have heard this.’

			‘And you think the Serb soldiers who have been holding us will value this?’

			‘I don’t know what they will value.’ Hart shook his head. ‘I don’t even know the way to the monastery.’

			Lumnije looked at him. She saw a young man, not so much older than herself, suddenly responsible for four touched girls. Girls whom the Serbs had destroyed. ‘I know the way to the monastery,’ she said. ‘It is ten kilometres from my village. Up a long valley. I have never been there but I know where it is.’

			‘You do?’

			She nodded. ‘We must stick to the high ground, away from the roads. So that the Captain can’t use his vehicles.’

			‘Are you so sure he will follow us?’

			‘He will follow, yes. It will be a game for him. A change from his usual routine.’

			‘And the monastery? You agree with me?’

			Lumnije shrugged. ‘Why should the monks care what happens to us?’

			‘Then why are we going?’

			She looked him directly in the eyes. ‘Because there is nowhere else.’

			EIGHT

			The Captain stood looking at the open door. Then he walked in. The five remaining girls were huddled together near the unused fireplace.

			‘Where is the one from my room?’ he asked them.

			‘She went. With him,’ one said.

			‘Him? Who is him?’

			‘The golden-haired one.’

			‘A soldier?’

			‘No. He had cameras.’

			‘Cameras?’

			‘Yes. Many.’

			‘There were others?’

			‘No. Only him.’

			‘And the other ones are with him too?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Why did you not go with them?’

			‘We are naked.’

			The Captain was tempted to laugh. Months ago, one of his men had suggested that they keep the girls naked so that they would not escape. The Captain had thought it was a good joke. He had never expected the plan to work.

			‘So they are in bare feet?’

			‘Yes. Except your one and one other. These have shoes.’

			The Captain looked at his corporal. The corporal looked back at him.

			‘Please let us live,’ said the girl who had been speaking to him. ‘We stayed when we could have gone. Some of us may be pregnant.’

			The Captain looked round the room. At the accumulated filth on the surfaces. The blood on the floor and on the walls. He took a coin out of his pocket and flipped it. He looked at it in the palm of his hand. ‘You are lucky. You live. Now clean up here. My men will bring you water and bleach and whitewash. When I get back I want this place sparkling. You understand me?’

			‘Yes. Yes. We understand.’

			The Captain walked outside with his corporal. He nodded back towards the house. ‘When they have finished cleaning, kill them. Kill them all.’

			The corporal nodded.

			‘We close this place. I want no record here of what this was.’

			‘In case the other ones get through? Them and the man with his cameras?’

			‘They will not get through,’ said the Captain.

			NINE

			Two hours into their trek Hart shared his water and his remaining sandwich with the girls. None of them would come near him, so Lumnije took the bottles round and split up the sandwich into four parts. She also took Hart’s penknife and made rough shoes out of the sheets the girls had draped themselves with.

			‘Why won’t they come near me?’

			‘Why do you think?’

			‘But I have not done them any harm.’

			‘You are a man.’

			Hart sat with his hands in his lap and stared back at the path down which they had travelled. ‘Then why do you? Why do you come near me?’

			‘Because I am different.’

			‘How?’

			‘I cannot tell you. Do not ask me.’

			Hart nodded. He wanted to appear wise, but he was out of his depth. ‘Thank you for talking to the others and persuading them.’

			‘It would have been better if they had not come.’

			‘What?’

			‘You heard me. They will slow us down. It would have been better if they had stayed behind.’

			‘But I had to bring them.’

			‘Yes. You had to. You did the right thing. But we will suffer for it.’

			Hart stared at her. ‘Do you always tell the truth like this?’

			‘No. Before, I did not do this. But I have had much time to think in these past few weeks.’

			Hart swallowed. He looked at the prison pallor on Lumnije’s face. At her bruises and her cuts. He remembered the terrible flash of her wounds as she revealed her stomach and her back for the other women. ‘Are you in pain?’

			‘Pain?’ said Lumnije. ‘The Captain killed my mother and my father and my brother. This is pain. I have no pain. Just…’ She searched for words. ‘Numb.’

			An hour later they reached a thin river, trickling through a wide, empty bed. In winter it would be a torrent. But now it scarcely qualified as anything waterborne. More like a rivulet.

			Hart absented himself while the women washed themselves and drank. Later, he filled the empty water bottles.

			Lumnije came back with berries and they all ate.

			‘How long have we got?’ he asked her.

			‘Until the soldiers come back from whatever they are doing. If we are lucky we have until nightfall. We must keep walking through the night.’

			‘But these women need sleep,’ said Hart.

			‘They have done nothing but sleep for two weeks. That and the rest. Now they can walk.’

			‘Why are you so hard on them?’

			‘Because I want to survive.’

			‘What? To bear witness to what the soldiers have done to you?’

			‘No. That I will never say.’

			‘Then why?’

			Lumnije shook her head. ‘If you do not know I cannot tell you.’

			TEN

			‘They are going high, Captain. Up in the hills where our vehicles cannot follow them.’

			‘Then we will follow them on foot.’

			The corporal pointed at the ground. ‘Look. They stopped here for a while to rest. There are pieces of torn sheet.’

			The Captain inspected the remnants of cloth. ‘They have been making themselves shoes. How many are we looking for again?’

			‘Three. Plus the one from your quarters. Plus the man.’

			‘We will soon have them. We can walk twice as fast as them.’

			‘Yes, Captain. We will soon have them.’

			The Captain glanced up the track ahead. ‘You know this country. Where are they going?’

			The corporal shrugged. ‘There is nowhere for them to go. Everything is Serb-held here. Maybe there is a village. But most have been cleared. I think maybe they cross over into Albania. Or maybe Montenegro. We would be rid of them then.’

			The Captain thought back to the girl. The daughter of Burim Dardan. She was no peasant like the others. That was why he had chosen her to be his own. That, and the fact that she was beautiful. And unsullied. ‘We will never be rid of them. These females have tongues. And the man is a journalist.’

			‘How can you know this?’

			‘What of his cameras? You heard the description. Who walks around with cameras in these hills?’

			‘Ah, yes.’

			‘Ah, yes,’ said the Captain. ‘He will have photographs. Of the house. Of the girls. Perhaps of us.’ He paused for thought. ‘Radio back. Tell Markovic´ not to kill the whores after all. The men can keep them. Later, maybe, when it is safe, we will set them free. That way their deaths cannot come back to haunt us.’

			‘Do we stay on at the house?’

			‘No. That is dead. This bastard may have a phone.’

			‘But there is no reception in these hills.’

			‘A satellite phone then.’

			‘Is that likely?’

			The Captain shrugged. ‘Only one way to find out. We cut the man’s heart out and see if he is connected.’

			The corporal burst out laughing. The Captain laughed too. Both men enjoyed the chase. Enjoyed the focus accorded by having an enemy in common. The Captain was a professional soldier, in the army since just after puberty. In civilian life the corporal had been a car mechanic. Both relished the power they had been given to do anything they wanted to the enemy. Each understood the other. It was the closest of all bonds. The bond of shared guilt.

			‘Shall I call for more men?’

			‘No. We do this ourselves. We are armed; they are not. What is the one with the cameras going to do? Ambush us? Pelt us with females?’ The Captain stood up. ‘When did the girls last eat?’

			‘Last night.’

			‘They will be weak then. Short of water.’

			‘There is a stream.’

			‘Where?’

			‘One hour north of here. We will cross it on this track.’

			‘We make for the stream then. Maybe we catch them there.’

			ELEVEN

			The first of the girls dropped out just before dark. Like the boy who had been guiding Hart, she just disappeared.

			‘We have to find her.’

			Lumnije shook her head. ‘No. She knows where she is going. Her village may be near here. She will go back.’

			‘Why don’t we all go there?’

			‘Because there will be nothing. The Captain has cleared all the Albanians out of the villages in this area. Only Serbs left. They will give us in.’

			‘Won’t they give her in?’

			‘No. She will go quietly. Secretly. Take a few things. Whatever the looters have left behind them. Photographs, maybe. Of the people who have been killed. Then she will cross the border.’

			Hart shook his head. What insanity was this? ‘Shouldn’t we cross the border too?’

			Lumnije looked at the two remaining girls. Then at herself. She thought of the Serb police. The stories she had heard. About them picking out the prettiest of the refugees at the border crossings and taking them away to be raped. Then handing them back, ruined, to their families. ‘No. We go to the monastery.’

			‘But I thought you said…’

			‘I know what I said. We go to the monastery.’

			Hart watched Lumnije as she strode ahead of him up the track. Compared to the two other girls who followed on behind, she was relatively fit and healthy. And yet he had seen her cowering in that room. Seen what the man they called ‘the Captain’ had done to her. The rest was easy to imagine. 

			Each man on earth held within him the capacity for doing what the Serbs were doing. Why was he any different? Why should Lumnije see him as different from them? And yet he knew in the deepest part of his soul that under no circumstances could he ever give himself up to the sort of bestiality that these girls had encountered. Where had this decency sprung from? Or was it just common humanity? And what was happening in Kosovo was a freak show, like the Bosnian ethnic cleansing that preceded it, in which even the churches and the mosques bore the brunt of the people’s rancour?

			‘Why are you here, Anglez?’

			Hart looked up. Lumnije had fallen back towards him and was walking by his side. 

			‘Why have you come here?’ she said again.

			‘To take photos.’

			‘Why?

			‘To record things. Things that would otherwise not be recorded.’

			‘And yet you have not taken photos of us.’

			‘No.’

			‘Why is that?’

			‘I don’t know.’

			‘You do not know much, do you?’

			Hart tried to shrug but failed. The movement he succeeded in making looked more like a nervous tic. ‘I’m learning.’

			‘You better learn fast. When the Captain catches up to us he will kill you first. Then us. And that will be the end of your life. No more learning.’

			‘How can you be so sure?’

			‘Some things one is sure of in this world.’

			Hart raised the tempo of his walking. But soon he had to lower it again, as the two non-English-speaking girls were finding it hard to keep up, despite the strips of sheet they had wrapped around their feet.

			‘We must hide,’ said Hart. ‘The soldiers will catch up and ambush us otherwise. Maybe if we cut off this track and lie up somewhere? Find ourselves a cave?’

			‘The Captain will trail us and kill us.’

			‘He’s not a bloody superman.’

			Lumnije looked back at the two young women following them. She lowered her voice, even though she knew the girls would not be able to understand her. ‘Compared to us? As we are now? Yes, he is. I don’t think you understand. For weeks these girls have been constantly raped. By anybody who felt like raping them. Ten, twenty times a day. Then hardly fed. Porridge, maybe. A little stale bread. I hear it all the time, what goes on. Through the walls. I am the lucky one. Only the Captain touch me. He make me his own. He say he do not like to share. Do not like to get disease.’

			Hart shook his head as if he wished to rid it of a tinnitus.

			‘Listen to me, Anglez. You need to know this. Before the rapes these girls see their family killed. Or sent away to starve. So already they are…’ She searched for the right phrase in English. ‘They are touched. Destroyed. The world…’ She stopped, as if lost for words. Then she continued, each sentence breaking free from the other, as if it were a train, unhitching. ‘The world has changed for them. No time for thinking. No time for mourning. Only live for the next minute. The next hour. So the Captain. Yes. He is Superman. He is force. He is…’ She hesitated again. ‘Inevitable.’ Her face had taken on a haunted look in the dusk’s half-light.

			‘You talk as if we might as well lie down in the middle of the road and give ourselves up.’

			‘Not lie down. No. But we will never make it to the monastery. The soldiers will be very close to us now.’

			‘Why are you so sure they will follow us?’

			Lumnije pointed at Hart’s cameras. ‘Because you wear these.’

			Hart looked down. He started to take the cameras from around his neck.

			‘No. It is too late for that now. Later, if we are still alive, maybe you take pictures then. For your newspapers. Maybe I talk to you. Tell you things for you to write. Maybe I don’t. For me, there is no close family left to shame. The Captain. He killed them all. Just like I described.’ Lumnije’s face, always so contained, so tightly held under control, seemed to break into a thousand pieces. To become malleable all of a sudden, like melting rubber.

			Hart took a step towards her, but she raised both arms against him in the shape of a transversal cross. She began to sob.

			One of the young women hurried towards her. Took her by the shoulders. Led her away. 

			Hart was left standing in the clearing, the early moonlight settling on his face, bereft.

			TWELVE

			‘They are close,’ said the corporal. He shone his torch onto the ground. The moonlight was so strong, though, that he scarcely needed it. ‘Look.’

			The Captain leant forwards. ‘Menstrual blood.’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Then one, at least, is not pregnant.’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Incredible. How did she manage that, do you think?’

			The corporal shrugged. ‘Maybe her body closed down? Killed the baby? This can happen. I have heard of it. If you hate enough, your body listens to you.’

			The Captain squinted at his subordinate. ‘Where do you learn this claptrap?’

			The corporal swallowed. ‘I don’t know. I listen to the women sometimes.’

			‘In between raping them?’

			‘Yes, sir. In between raping them.’

			‘Then you are a stupid ass. Who listens to women?’

			‘I don’t know.’ The corporal consciously closed down. He knew what his commander was capable of. Had seen it a hundred times. They were alone out here. He did not want to die.

			‘Of course you don’t know. You are an idiot.’ The Captain thought for a while. ‘How far ahead?’

			The corporal looked at the blood. He touched it with his finger. It had scarcely had time to clot. ‘Ten. Fifteen minutes at the most.’

			‘Good. We catch them up within the hour.’

			‘Yes, Captain.’

			They began walking again, this time at a faster pace. The Captain unslung his gun. The corporal, seeing him, unslung his too. He wondered for a moment if he should use it to kill the Captain. Then run back. Say they had been ambushed by the KLA. The Captain scared him. The man was visibly out of control. In recent weeks he had taken to playing God. Sometimes, when they were purging villages, the Captain spared people on a whim. All those with glasses, maybe. Or bald ones. Totally at random. Other times, he killed old people or a child – someone you would usually let escape, encourage towards the border. Why would a man kill old people and children? There were more than enough men of fighting age left to kill in the normal run of things.

			He twitched the barrel of his gun away from the Captain’s back to forestall temptation. It would be so easy. Later, he could shoot himself in the fleshy part of the arm just before his return and act wounded. Pretend he was a hero. Who was to know the KLA hadn’t dragged off the soldiers he would claim to have shot? A man made his own way in this world. The Captain’s days were numbered. He sensed it. You couldn’t go on killing as the Captain did and not have it affect you.

			‘Move on ahead. What are you lingering behind me for? Who is meant to be the guide here? You or me?’

			‘Me, Captain.’

			‘Then guide. Don’t fuck around waving your gun at my arse.’

			‘Yes, Captain.’

			They came upon the two girls forty minutes later, running back down the track towards them. At first the corporal thought he was seeing ghosts. Then he realized that the girls were wrapped in white sheets, like ponchos. Even so, he had come perilously close to shooting them.

			‘Stop.’ The Captain walked past him. ‘Where do you think you are going?’

			One of the girls fell to the ground. The other stood on the track. Frozen. The corporal saw that she was pissing herself.

			‘You heard me,’ said the Captain. ‘Where are you going?’

			‘We are coming back.’

			‘Bullshit. Where were you going? I will ask it once more.’

			Both girls were weeping.

			The corporal looked at the Captain. The Captain was lighting a cigarette. It was what he always did before executions.

			‘Shall I take them back to the house?’ said the corporal quickly. ‘You could go on alone.’

			The Captain appeared to consider. He looked at the two girls. Then at his cigarette. ‘Yes. You better get them out of here. The bastard has probably already photographed them.’

			‘He will have their faces, yes,’ said the corporal. He didn’t know why he was trying to defend the girls. He had raped them both numerous times. Had used them like toilet roll. But somehow, out here, away from their hysterical companions, they seemed more human to him.

			‘How far are the other three ahead?’

			The girl on the track looked up at him uncomprehendingly. It was the standing one who answered him. 

			‘Not three of them. Two. Short distance. Not far. Five. Ten minutes.’

			‘Who is this man? What is his name?’

			She shook her head. ‘Anglez.’

			‘An Englishman? What is he doing here? Is he a journalist?’

			The girl shook her head again.

			‘Why did you run?’

			Both girls shook their heads.

			‘Did the other one run?’

			A nod.

			‘Was it the one from my room?’

			Another shake of the head.

			‘Are your villages near here? Was that why you ran?’

			Silence.

			The Captain took out his pistol.

			‘Look,’ said the corporal, ‘I take them with me, heh? I get them back. Then I go and get the other one. Soon we have them all.’

			The Captain paused. He took aim at the supine girl’s head and made a paf sound with his mouth. Then he did the same to the standing girl. She fell down.

			‘Paf!’ The Captain said again. ‘Paf! Paf! Paf! They all fall down.’ He laughed. ‘Go on. Take them back with you.’ He started up the track. Then he stopped. ‘Corporal?’

			‘Yes, sir?’

			‘Your heart. It’s mush. It’s mashed potato. It’s old stew. You need to harden it. If not, we never win. Do you hear me?’

			‘Yes, sir.’

			‘Then understand this. When you get back, tell Markovic´ I am rescinding the final part of my orders. Let the first part stand.’

			The corporal swallowed. He looked at the two girls. They might as well be dead now. He knew that if it wasn’t for the sound a gun makes, and which might risk spooking their quarry, the Captain would have killed them on the spot. ‘Yes, sir.’

			‘Tomorrow I return. Make sure the house is cleaned before I get back. Sparkling. No mess left.’

			Before the corporal could reply the Captain turned on his heel and disappeared up the track.

			THIRTEEN

			When Lumnije came back, she was alone. The other two girls were gone.

			‘Did you tell them to go?’ Hart said. ‘Did you encourage them to leave?’

			‘No. Why would I do that?’

			‘I don’t know. Maybe they have villages near here too?’

			‘No. They are both from my village.’

			Hart looked at her. There was no sign at all that Lumnije had been weeping. Her face was blank. Shut off from him. In another place entirely. ‘Then why?’

			‘They think you will rape them.’

			‘You can’t be serious.’

			‘I am very serious.’

			Hart took a step towards her. ‘Couldn’t they see that I was trying to help them?’

			Lumnije echoed his movement, but backwards, as if they were engaged in a formal dance neither knew the rules to. ‘They are beyond help. Can’t you see that?’

			‘Are you beyond help too? Is that what you are telling me?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘So why do you stay with me?’ Hart was really angry now. He could feel the seeds of outraged virtue building inside him. He had tried to help these girls and they had spurned him. What were they thinking of? He was a decent man. Not like the filth who were perpetrating this. ‘Why did you come back? Why didn’t you run off too?’

			Lumnije turned away from him. ‘I don’t know. I cannot tell you this.’ She put her hand on her chest as if she might somehow be able to control the frequency of her breathing. ‘I no longer know myself. I am not myself. I no longer exist.’

			‘What are you saying? Of course you exist. You have your whole life in front of you.’

			‘No. I no longer exist.’

			‘Bullshit. What age are you? Twenty? Twenty-two?’

			‘I am sixteen.’

			Hart felt the anger leach out of him. He was like a bladder someone has just popped. He wanted to reach out and hug her, but he knew she would probably scream, and then he would lose her for good. And for some obscure reason he knew he had to keep her. Keep this last one. That it meant something. Held some deep significance for his future life. For him now, even.

			‘We need to move on,’ he said.

			‘Yes,’ she said.

			‘They can’t be far behind us,’ he said.

			‘No,’ she said.

			They were writing their relationship in words, not movements. He realized that. She was staying with him for the comfort of words. Not even in her own language. Just words. It wasn’t about him. He was just a conduit. He could be anyone. It was the first time in his life that he truly felt the tenor of his own insignificance.

			They hurried through the woods, still keeping to the track. Hart knew that it was a dangerous thing to do, but veering off would only slow them down. They would get lost, stumble off into the void. For some reason the track represented security, even though it was the one thing that made them the most vulnerable.

			‘How far is the monastery?’

			‘By walking? Maybe two days.’

			‘What?’

			‘Two. Maybe three. Now there is just the two of us I think two.’

			‘Are you still okay?’

			Lumnije looked at him. How could she tell him about the cramps she was getting in her stomach? The pain in her back and hips? The burning in her vagina and anus where the Captain had entered her, sometimes three or four times in a row. How could she tell this man such things? How could she tell any man? Anybody?

			‘I am okay.’

			‘Maybe the Captain is not after us. Maybe we’re just imagining it?’

			‘He is after us. We are not imagining.’

			Hart felt excluded. Out of the loop. He was in a country he did not understand, doing something he did not know how to do. ‘Can I photograph you?’

			‘No.’

			‘It might serve to protect you. If I can get the photos out, that is. I could photograph the bruises on your front and back – what you showed the other girls. It might help.’

			‘No.’

			‘Okay. I was just asking.’

			‘Don’t ask.’

			‘No. I won’t. I won’t ask again.’

			He did not know why he kept the cameras now. They were only slowing him down. He was cluttered up with paraphernalia. But maybe he could take some distant shots of the Serb soldiers, if he somehow managed to avoid them killing him. Get some faces on film. Hand the results over to the International Criminal Tribunal. 

			Because there would sure as hell come a time when all this bestiality would have to be paid for. You don’t destroy a country, rape its women, kill its men and boys, without some comeback some time. If not now, then later, a few years down the line. Any photographs he took would be evidence. He wanted to kick himself for not taking any photos of the house when he had had the chance. Bloody fool. He had come all this way to photograph a rape house, and when he found one all he did was escape from it with a bunch of girls who then left him because they thought he would do the same thing to them the soldiers had done. It wasn’t a pretty story. He felt his twenty-five years of life like a lesson only partially learned. A botched project, half finished.

			‘We need to go higher.’

			‘Are you sure you know where we are?’ Hart said.

			Lumnije moved her head around as if she was sniffing the air. The first fingers of dawn were lighting the trees. ‘No. I do not know for certain. Only the direction.’ She touched the moss on the back of a tree. ‘This is south.’ She touched the bald side of the tree. ‘This is north. We need to go east.’

			‘That’s it? That’s all you know?’

			‘It is enough.’

			FOURTEEN

			The Captain sensed that the two of them, the man and the girl, were picking up speed. It had been a clever thing of them to get rid of the two whores clothed in sheets. He would have done the same thing in their position. Driven them off. Maybe not killed them, but driven them off. Hell, maybe he would have killed them just for slowing him up.

			This set the Captain to thinking back to the first man he had ever killed. It was during the Bosnian War. At Srebrenica/Potocˇari, following the break-up of the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia into warring factions made up largely of Serb Christians and Bosniak Muslims. He had been a junior lieutenant in the Scorpions, 12–13 July 1995. He and the other Serbs had held back until then, not sure how the Dutch UNPROFOR troops who were nominally maintaining peace would react. But when the Dutchbat forces refused to intervene in what the Serbian forces were doing at the place they called the White House, something broke in him. Something was liberated.

			First he joined in the gang rape of a young Bosniak girl by three other Serb soldiers. Then he asked to be able to shoot a Bosniak prisoner. Some kid they had captured. He shot the kid, and one of the soldiers with him cut the kid’s nose, ears and lips off. Why, he couldn’t tell.

			But it freed him. There was a craziness in the air. He suddenly realized he could do anything he wanted with these people and no one would care. No one would protect them. No one would fight back. It was total power. Something he had never experienced before.

			All through that night and into the next day, he raped and killed with impunity. The Dutch soldiers just stood by and watched. Maybe they were getting a kick out of it too?

			By the second night he and his people were killing the Bosniaks on an industrial scale. Lighting up the killing fields with arc lights. Carting the bodies away in trucks and bulldozers. Burying them in mass graves. Raping women when they wanted a break from the killing. Sometimes in front of their fathers and mothers. In front of their children. Some of the victims they just buried alive. Nothing much counted any more. Dutch soldiers were watching all this happening. Some had Walkmans on. They were listening to music while the raping and killing and mutilation went on. How do you account for that?

			He himself was crazy by then. His unit was out of control. They had gone too far to ever stop. Stories were coming back that people were committing suicide in the refugee camp rather than waiting for the Scorpions to come get them.

			That was power, thought the Captain. That was total war. Action, pure and simple. No thought, no holding back. You acted just as you saw fit. When and how you saw fit. You were God. There was no God. How could there be? How could God let this happen if He existed? Or didn’t He care about people? A Serbian Orthodox priest had even blessed his unit before they started killing. How could anyone take God seriously after that? When even priests reckoned God was on your side while you murdered people?

			It was well after dawn when the Captain heard the noise ahead of him. He upped his pace. He was carrying his automatic rifle unslung all the time. Part of him wondered whether Markovic´ had killed all the girls back at the camp yet. Because now, by virtue of the orders he had given, he was killing even when he wasn’t killing. That was a neat trick. But everything needed tidying up back there. The corporal would deal with the two white-sheeted girls somewhere along the road home. Dump them in a ditch. Probably rape their dead bodies. That was something he had never tried. Some people swore by it. They killed the women just as they were ejaculating inside them. Crazy. Crazy what this war had thrown up in the way of pleasure.

			He came into the clearing at the half-run. There were ten people there, all Albanians. He could tell. Refugees, heading for the border, half men and half women. Some of the men were fighting age. The Captain raised his rifle and shot them before they could get away. Then he shot the old men. The women were shrieking and howling like they always did on these occasions, so he shot them too.

			Ten. He’d just killed ten people. No one had escaped. Their bodies lay scattered along the track like debris from a runaway train. He kicked them one by one down into the gulley and watched them tumble away, their limbs flailing.

			Shit. Now he’d warned the two he was following. He should have kept one of these ones alive and asked them questions. Whether the two had passed them by, stuff like that. But he’d needed to be quick. They’d been scattering in all directions by the time he’d decided to shoot.

			He stood at the top of the gulley and looked down. He was the master. The master of everything. What he said, mattered. What he did, counted. 

			He was the Captain. 

			FIFTEEN

			Hart and Lumnije looked at each other when they heard the gunshots.

			‘The soldiers have killed them,’ said Hart. ‘Those people we saw.’

			‘It was the Captain,’ said Lumnije.

			‘Him and all the others.’

			‘No,’ said Lumnije. ‘That was only one gun.’

			‘How can you tell?’

			Lumnije stared at him as if he was mad. ‘I hear before. Soldiers practising. At the house. They shoot the walls. The trees. When they not raping us, or drinking, or smoking, they practising.’

			‘Are you saying we’re being followed by just one man?’

			‘The Captain. Yes.’

			‘How can you possibly know that?’

			‘I know.’ She hesitated. ‘He want me.’

			‘You mean he wants to kill you?’

			‘No. He want me back.’

			Hart stared at her. ‘Is that what this is all about then? Him wanting you?’

			‘No.’ Lumnije shook her head. ‘I rather die than let him touch me again.’

			They were jogging by this time. Away from the direction the shots had come from.

			The sun was fully risen now, its face above the trees. Hart was sweating. The perspiration was dripping down his back and leaching into his trousers. It was beyond his understanding how Lumnije could keep going after all that had happened to her. Just like the damned boy who had abandoned him at the clearing, she seemed tireless. 

			The two of them had been on the run for close on eighteen hours now, with no sleep. Hart could feel himself beginning to hallucinate, humming under his breath to the rhythm of the cameras striking his chest, struggling to keep his eyes open. All he wanted was to curl up somewhere safe. Meanwhile the girl just hustled on, her arms pumping, her head jacked to one side as if she was listening out for something. 

			‘We’ve got to stop. We’ve got to hide up.’

			‘No. He will find us.’

			‘He’s not a superman,’ said Hart. ‘I told you that.’

			‘He’s worse.’

			Hart continued jogging, although it was more a flailing movement by now. The last three days had taken it out of him – the preparation, the walk to the rape house and what happened afterwards. He could feel the familiar tightening in his chest, which the cigarettes usually took care of. But he had no more cigarettes. Hell of a time to go cold turkey.

			He started fantasizing about setting traps for the Captain. Bending back trees, maybe, like they did in Vietnam. He could hardly cut punji sticks, though, with only a three-inch penknife. He cursed himself for venturing out so stupidly unprepared. Talk about an amateur. Hunger was a yawning void in his stomach and they had drunk the remainder of the water hours ago. The empty plastic bottles clattered uselessly against his back. He imagined pouring himself a Coke from a pinch-waisted glass bottle into a tall glass with ice and lemon. It did no good.
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