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Chapter 1

 

Fedir Gerasimov doesn’t remember being this nervous in his life. Ever. He’s seen the photographs and the videos, he’s read the books, the articles and the government reports, but none of it has quite prepared him for his first steps through the outskirts of the abandoned city of Pripyat. 

That he is wholly unprepared is perhaps the least surprising part of the field trip, given the hurry up and wait nature of his application to the government of Ukraine to spend several days inside the Exclusion Zone in search of wolves. Fedir filed the application over two years ago. He rushed the last part of the application – pages thirty-nine to forty-eight – following the sighting of a small pack of so-called Chernobyl wolves crossing the invisible boundary out of the Exclusion Zone. The foreign press caught the story, applying speculation and science in equal measure, while the tabloids enjoyed headlines about wolves including words such as mutated, radioactive and even zombie wolves. Fedir didn’t have time for sensational stories about monster wolves loping into small villages and towns; he just wanted data – as much as possible, as fast as possible. If Fedir’s theory is correct, the data should show that the wolves inside the Exclusion Zone, contrary to what his scientific peers believe, are thriving.

Spurred on by the first wolves to leave the Exclusion Zone, Fedir read and reread his application for permission, and the applications for funding, through the night, before hitting send.

He hurried up.

And then the wait began.

The wolves, for their part, crossed the boundary lines back and forth, caring little for the occasional contact with humans, something Fedir put down to years and years of unmolested freedom since Pripyat and the surrounding areas were evacuated following the Chernobyl Nuclear Reactor disaster.

Fedir’s hunger for data kept him behind the wheel of his car as he drove as close to the Exclusion Zone as he dared, on the prowl, hunting for his wolves, from winter dusk to summer dawn. He waited and the wolves ran.

More observations – always second-hand, frustrated sixty-nine-year-old Fedir Gerasimov, assistant wildlife researcher for the Faculty of Ecology at the National University of Life and Environmental Sciences of Ukraine, a name befitting the lengthy applications he had submitted for grants and permissions. When Fedir, the former and somewhat disgraced Head of Department, wasn’t cruising for wolves, he spent most of his time in Kiev.

But the sightings increased, as did the human traffic in and out of the Exclusion Zone. Fedir would never have imagined that it would be disaster tourists who would fast-track approval for his field research, as someone in the Ukraine government – Fedir never discovered who – suddenly became concerned at the potential risk of wolves attacking foreign nationals. As if the exposure to radiation wasn’t enough. But it didn’t matter. Instead, Fedir jumped at the chance to test his controversial theory and revitalise his career, just before his retirement.

Two years later, Fedir, now on the ground outside Pripyat, smiles as he taps the film badge dosimeter clipped to the flap of his chest pocket on his jacket. The asphalt is cracked and crumbled around the soles of his boots, the grass protruding from the road is thick and deep green. Fedir is tempted to call it luscious, but he wants to remain objective, to see without being impressed. Such thoughts help to keep him nervous, to quell the thought of radiation, and keep him on track – tracking wolves.

He wipes the sweat from his brow, then brushes his thick grey hair from his forehead. His wife says he should cut his fringe, it’s long enough to obscure the lenses of his thick glasses, but Fedir likes it this way. It makes him feel young to which his wife will always reminds him of his impending seventieth birthday.

“If you must go to Chernobyl,” she had said on the day he left, “you can at least come back for your birthday.”

September 5th. The same day they married.

Fedir has a little less than two months to find his wolves, but if all goes well, he’ll find them sooner than that, if only to reduce his exposure to gamma rays and the bus loads of tourists he passes each day as he drives into the Exclusion Zone.

“But today will be different,” he says, striding towards the so-called red forest ringing the abandoned town of Pripyat. The first few days in Pripyat were disconcerting, as the lines between old forest and reclaimed areas were blurred. Overgrown playgrounds with creepers twisting around swing seats, rubbing blistered paint from the metal slides, and curling around merry-go-rounds had caught him out on more than one occasion. Fedir thinks it has something to do with children, and how eerily quiet the area is. But he sidelines his fear, buoyed by the opportunity to get hard data on wolves and how long-term ionizing radiation has affected them. The scientific community is divided, discovering higher instances of cataracts in voles, attributed to radiation, but scratching their heads over the growth in populations. Wolves in particular have scientists and wildlife researchers alike in a state of bemused optimism. The fact that the wolves are thriving is evident in their numbers, twenty-six and rising, defying the fears of prolonged exposure to radiation. While Fedir’s peers, including one rather arrogant Danish biologist, explain the wolves increased numbers as a result of limited human interference, Fedir believes the wolves have adapted to the radiation at the biological rather than the behavioural level, and he intends to prove it.

It’s the vastness that defies Fedir, time and again. If he could just get a dart in one of the wolves, slip a radio collar around its neck, then the data would flow.

Which is why today is different.

Fedir is not alone.

He fiddles with the channel selector of his radio, thumbing the unit into life before he checks in with his research assistants – all eight of them. Some of the assistants, mostly students from Kiev, are spotters, armed with little more than a pair of binoculars. But three of the assistants have rifles loaded with tranquiliser darts. Fedir has placed them according to the locals’ observations plus a little intuition of his own. Over the years he has learned to think like a wolf, to anticipate where it is going, and to care a little less about where it has been. An Eskimo taught him that, following an interesting discussion at the end of a predator conference in America, the same conference where Fedir met the Dane. Now, several years later, it is time to see if the Eskimo was right.

Fedir’s assistants respond in the agreed pattern, starting with the eighth positioned furthest to the west. His signal is bounced to his neighbour, and then on to the next, as the interlocking radio signals cast a net above the wolves.

But no sightings.

Not yet.

Fedir leaves the playground and turns towards one of the high rises. He spotted a corner apartment with a grand view to west earlier in the week, and now it’s time to determine if it is as good a lookout as he hopes. Fedir leaves the overgrown streets and steps inside the broken door of the apartment block. The elevators stopped working years ago, but thoughts of how much prettier the area is with so much green growth occupy Fedir up each flight of stairs, from one floor to the next.

He slows between the eighth and ninth floor, clutching the radio in one hand, frowning at the crackle of static and hoping that the signal will improve once he reaches the corner apartment. One of the assistants – a student of radio telemetry – had explained the need for one assistant to be linked to the next, to cover a greater area, and how the closest assistants to Fedir will come through the clearest.

“I understand,” Fedir had said, slightly exasperated at the student’s condescending manner. He finds it curious that it is the radio instruction that occupies him between floors as he catches his breath. He stuffs the radio into his pocket and climbs the next staircase.

The apartment door is stiff and warped. Fedir thinks about kicking it but chooses to barge it open with his shoulder instead. Two shoves are enough, and Fedir stumbles into the short corridor as the door swings open. He pauses to press his hand to his nose, as the familiar taint of old mould and mildew pricks his nostrils. Fedir moves on, deeper into the apartment, curious that, if it wasn’t for the thick layers of dust and dirt, the apartment appeared to be lived-in. Such was the rapid nature of the evacuation when it finally happened.

But beyond the dust, past the empty armchairs and the grey-green television screen, the view from the apartment window is magnificent, and, to Fedir’s delight, vast.

He takes a moment to orientate himself, then thumbs the radio for the latest report. The assistants will think he is micro-managing, but at the very least he wants them to know that he is in position, armed with a pair of military-grade binoculars, and ready to coordinate the darting of their first wolf. More than one if possible.

The assistants report in, bouncing their signals from one to the other. Fedir cringes at the strong voice of the radio telemetry student – an alpha male desperate to lead the pack, if ever Fedir met one. But it is a stronger signal, closer than expected, that catches Fedir’s interest. The assistant’s response is brief, as expected, but it is echoed by something else – footfalls. 

Fedir examines the radio. He turns the volume down, silencing the remaining assistants, as he turns away from the window. The steps he heard are not phantom echoes or interference on the radio, they are real, and they are coming from the corridor, just outside the apartment door.

“Who’s there?” Fedir calls out. He steps around the couch and walks through the living room. The soles of his boots leave deep treads in the dust of the carpet, not unlike Armstrong’s boot prints on the moon, something that would have made Fedir smile if he had noticed, but the footsteps in the corridor are louder now, coming closer.

It’s a tourist, Fedir thinks. Looking for souvenirs.

As a member of faculty on a government-funded research project, Fedir realises he is actually a government representative, and in that capacity, he might be required to enforce the law, to remind the tourist that nothing must be taken from Pripyat. It is not allowed. It is not safe. Fedir pauses at the living room door, formulating a suitable sentence in English for the purpose.

It is not necessary.

The footsteps echoing down the corridor are not made by a tourist, nor is the person dressed like a tourist, unless people visiting Chernobyl dress like hunters and carry rifles.

It is the rifle that gives the assistant away, even though they have obscured their face with the hood from their jacket. Fedir recognises the rifle as the one they use for darts, but why the assistant would bring it here, to the apartment, confuses him.

“You should be in your position,” Fedir says. “We might get a sighting any minute.”

The assistant says nothing. 

“What are you doing here?” Fedir stares as the assistant steps into the apartment, frowning as they raise the rifle, stock tucked into their shoulder, the barrel pointed at Fedir’s chest.

“Stop it,” Fedir says. “That’s an order.”

Fedir remembers explaining to the assistants how the tranquiliser dart works, how the needle has to be thin enough to puncture the wolf’s fur, but that the hole is a centimetre from the tip, protected by a plastic gasket. Once the needle punctures the wolf’s hide, the gasket is forced back, exposing the hole now inside the body of the wolf, or Fedir’s as he realises the assistant has pulled the trigger.

The syringe part of the dart is pressurised with air behind a no-return valve. Fedir knows this air will force the sedative from the chamber, through the needle, and into his body. He explained this, once the alpha male student was done talking about the radios. Everyone listened to Fedir. He remembers thinking it was a nice show of respect. One of the assistants even told the student to be quiet, as Fedir told them about the sedative.

“Is it Ketamine?” one of the assistants asked, as they gathered around the rifle and darts laid out on the bonnet of Fedir’s car.

“That’s for horses,” said another.

Fedir corrected them both, saying that they used Xylazine mixed with Atropine.

It’s that thought that follows him to the floor, as he slumps against the wall. He remembers stopping one of the assistants from pricking their thumb on the end of the needle.

“Xylazine,” he said, taking the dart from the assistant’s hand and capping it with a safety lid, “is extremely dangerous.”

“To wolves?” the assistant asked.

“No,” Fedir said. “To humans.”

As he slides onto the floor, Fedir wonders why the assistant failed to remember that, until he sees the look in their eyes, and realises that they did remember. 

They remembered everything.


 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

The narrow corridor outside Jon Østergård’s office at the University of Copenhagen, Denmark, is occupied by two short female students and one gangly male. Jon knows that all three have questions about their current assignment – crunching data about evidence of chronic wasting disease in Scandinavian reindeer herds – but he also knows they are keen for him to remember their faces when he chooses a summer assistant for fieldwork in Greenland. Wolves are very much on the students’ minds, and Jon wonders if they understand where and how far such thoughts can take them. Jon knows, and in a moment of frustration he considers telling the students to talk to Emma, his twenty-year old daughter, if only her story wasn’t so well known already. Jon tugs idly at the light brown beard he is cultivating, letting the students stew a little while longer.

He lifts his head at a knock at the door, avoiding the hopeful looks of the students as he beckons his boss into his office.

“You’ve got students outside,” she says, as she flops into the chair opposite Jon’s desk.

“I know.”

“Are you going to let them in?”

“Later. Maybe.”

“All right.” Professor Silja Hammer crosses her legs, hooking her finger through the loop at back of her granite-scarred hiking boots as she studies Jon. Like the rest of the faculty, the students, the broadsheets and the tabloids, Silja knows almost everything that happened in Alaska, but has yet to ask. She makes what she thinks is a safer observation instead. “It’s getting longer,” she says.

“What?”

“Your beard.” Silja points. “It’s longer.”

“Yes,” Jon says. He plucks a pencil from the desk, taps the tip on the top of a notepad, flinching when it breaks. Jon places the pencil carefully on the desk. “I stopped shaving the first day Emma didn’t come home.” He looks at Silja, catches her eye, holding her gaze. He doesn’t look away, and neither does she.

“You need to talk to me, Jon.”

“I know.”

“Then start talking.”

Jon dips his head in the direction of the door. “I have students waiting.”

“Let them wait.”

“They have questions about the…” 

Jon stops talking as Silja gets up. She crosses the short space of the office quickly, opening the door and speaking in hushed tones before she returns to her seat. 

“They’ve decided to come back another day,” she says.

The students’ chairs scrape across the floorboards as they vacate the corridor. The closed office door does little to soften their disappointment, something the gangly male voices with a string of Danish curses.

“Well,” Silja says, glancing over her shoulder at the door. “I think we can take him off the list. Don’t you?”

Jon smiles. “He was never on it. Not enough patience for fieldwork. Besides,” Jon says, “I’m not sure I can go this summer after all.”

“Emma?”

“Yes.”

Silja crosses her legs again. She plucks at the hem of her Norwegian wool sweater, something, which, together with her boots and hunting trousers, gives her that just-off-the-mountain look. That particular look has confused more than one visiting researcher and University lecturer, especially when Silja stands beside Jon in his faculty-approved jeans, Oxford shirt and sports jacket. 

“Jon,” Silja says, prompting him to focus. “We’re friends, remember? I’m not just the boss. Talk to me.”

The afternoon sun is strong this late in May, reflecting from the screen of Jon’s laptop, reminding him that he really should turn the desk around one day, only he doesn’t want his back to the door. Recent events have convinced him that it is better to see what’s coming – always. He reaches for the pencil, stops himself halfway, and then nods.

“About two months or so after we came back from Alaska…”

“February?” Silja asks.

“Mid-March,” Jon says, after a moment’s pause. “Emma said she was spending the night at her friend’s place. They’re the same age; in the same class. I encouraged it. Emma had been so withdrawn after Alaska, saying nothing in the day, although I heard her talking late at night.”

“Boyfriend?”

“No.” Jon shakes his head. “That would have been preferable. No, she talks to Nukilik McGrath, a Native Alaskan – Eskimo, actually.”

“She’s the daughter of…”

“David McGrath,” Jon says with a nod. “He’s the one they killed on the ice.”

“I’m sorry, Jon.” Silja gets up to pour two mugs of coffee from the thermos can in the windowsill. She places them on the desk and pulls her chair closer before sitting down. 

“Thanks,” Jon says, as he reaches for the mug. “I don’t mind her talking with Nukilik. Not at all. What I mind is that Nukilik is the only person Emma talks to. And now she’s practically living with Pernille, sneaking back into our apartment when she  thinks I’m not there.”

“I thought Emma was still seeing Jytte? I thought that was working out?”

“It was, and she is, but it’s difficult.”

“I can only imagine,” Silja says.

Jon takes a sip of coffee before cradling the mug in his lap. “It was one thing to talk with Jytte about what happened in Thyrup. Being locked up in the shed while the farm burned, then attacked by that wild dog, then Jacob…” Jon looks up. “She saw him take his own life, Silja. It’s amazing to think she came through that at all.”

“Jytte told me – she talked around it,” Silja says. “She didn’t break confidentiality, but we do live together…”

“It’s okay,” Jon says. “Really. It’s just Alaska, on top of that.”

The sun arcs another degree around the building, forcing Silja to adjust the screen of Jon’s laptop, giving him time to pause before continuing.

“Anyway,” he says, as Silja leans back in her seat. “Emma can’t shake the woods out of her mind.” He looks straight into Silja’s eyes. “They hunted her. Did you know that?”

“No,” she says.

“It’s true. Those two girls, hunted in the woods by men. It’s no wonder Emma only talks to Nukilik. She’s the only one who can ever understand. And,” Jon says, “she’s a woman. I just don’t think she can talk to me.”

“Because you’re a man?”

Jon nods, then takes a sip of coffee, looking away as he puts the mug down on the desk.

“You’re also her father, Jon. She loves you.”

“And look what I did. I put her in danger – twice. I almost got her killed, Silja.”

“As I recall, it was Emma who wanted to go to Alaska.”

“She was nineteen. I should never have let her go.”

“But you did. You couldn’t have known what would happen. No one could have foreseen that set of events.” Silja pauses as Jon presses the heel of his hand to his eye. She reaches forward to brush a stray tear from his cheek as it rolls down to his beard.

“Maybe it’s me who should talk to Jytte,” Jon says. A soft laugh escapes his throat, almost hidden by a sniff as he regains his composure.

“Perhaps you should.”

“Elin hates me for it, you know?”

“She’s your ex. Of course she hates you.”

“Luckily,” Jon says, “she does it all the way from Spain.”

“She hasn’t visited?”

“She tried. Emma didn’t want her here. Not yet, anyway.”

“Did she say why?”

“I don’t know,” Jon says. “She said something about too many wolves in her life already. I’m still trying to figure out what she means by that.”

“But you have an idea?” Silja turns her head to catch Jon’s eye. “I can see that you do.”

Jon pushes back his chair to stretch his legs. He gets up, squeezing Silja’s shoulder in thanks as he walks to the window.

“Come on, Jon,” she says. “It’s taken me months to get you to talk. I’m not stopping now.”

“No?”

“Not on your life,” Silja says and winces. “Shit, Jon, that came out wrong.”

“It’s okay,” he says, waving it away. Jon leans against the windowsill, looking back into the office at Silja, then tucks his hands into his pockets. He straightens his back, nodding, decision made. “There were wolves in Alaska, an alpha pair. The female was completely black. The male was a big grey. Emma told me once – when she was still talking to me – how the wolves had run alongside her, on both sides of the path, when the men had hunted her. She said it was as if they were leading her, showing her the way.”

“Incredible.”

“Which is what I thought,” Jon says. “I might even have said the same thing, but there’s more to it. When Emma leaped off the roof, just after she shot…” 

Jon pauses to take a breath. Silja waits.

“Just after she shot and killed Elias Rhodes, Emma ran into the woods. Nukilik and I followed her, following tracks – Emma’s and the wolves’. When I found Emma, she was curled up under the broken bough of a tree. The alpha female was standing just above her, watching her, watching the trail.” Jon shrugs, and says, “It’s an image I’ll never forget.”

“It’s a powerful image,” Silja says.

“And now Emma has this fascination for wolves. I can see it in the books she reads – all kinds of books. Sometimes, I think – and I’m not proud of this – but the few times I listened to her conversation with Nukilik, it’s as though she’s looking for something. Emma wants there to be some kind of affinity between her and the wolves. And I just don’t know how to tell her that there can’t be, it’s just not…”

“Scientific?” Silja offers.

“I was going to say possible.”

“You’re worried she’s trying to make more of it.”

“Yes,” Jon says, tugging one hand out of his pocket to emphasise his point. “It’s not healthy. It’s like she’s developing some kind of obsession with wolves.” Jon stops. His brow wrinkles as Silja laughs. “What? You don’t agree? You don’t think she’s obsessed with wolves?”

“No,” Silja says, wafting her hand in front of her face as she recovers. “I mean, yes, I agree. Emma is obsessed.”

“You really think so?”

“Yes, of course, you all are. Emma, Elin, even you, Jon. You’re all obsessed with wolves. You think Emma’s crazy? You’re worried about that? I understand, but in all seriousness, you put that crazy in her head, Jon. You and Elin both. It’s in Emma’s DNA. I don’t know what’s worse, those stories about the feral kids raised by wolves, or the wolf researchers who have kids.”

“You’re saying I’m responsible.” Jon sighs, dipping his head to stare at the floor. “I know, I mean, I knew…”

Silja stands up and joins Jon at the window. She’s shorter than he is, but not so short she can’t take his hand, both of them, squeezing them hard as she looks at him.

“Yes, you’re responsible, but not in the way you want to think you are. You’re a responsible parent whose had unthinkable things happen to his daughter. There’s plenty for Jytte, or any other therapist to work with there. But there’s more, Jon. You’ve taught Emma about wolves; you’ve exposed her to them. But that was inevitable. Maybe she does see more than there is to see, but if that helps her right now, if she needs that to move on, then you have to embrace it. It might even be the way to bring her home again.”

“You think so?”

“It can’t hurt. You have a common bond there, Jon. It’s time to make full use of it. Encourage her.”

“But she’s in the middle of her exams. It’s her last year at gymnasium.”

“She’s a smart kid,” Silja says. “I mean she’s a smart young woman. She can do both.”

“You’re right.”

“I hope so.”

“Thank you,” Jon says, as he leans down to hug Silja. He takes a deep breath, catching the familiar scent of moss in her sweater. 

“I hope it helped.”

“It helps,” he says, as he lets go. Jon steps around Silja and takes his jacket from the back of his chair. “I think I’ll finish for today, if that’s okay.”

“Whatever you need.”

Jon looks at his watch. “Emma should be in the library. If I go now, I can catch her before she leaves.”

“Then go,” Silja says, waving at Jon from the window.

Jon checks his watch one more time, before slipping out of the office. He stops just outside the door, blinking in the windowless gloom of the corridor, until the energy saving lights flicker on. There is a moment, brief but vivid, when the narrow corridor reminds Jon of the trail in the Alaskan woods. He found Emma at the end of it, and if he hurries, he can find her again.


 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

They are watching her again. Emma Østergård hears the hushed talk, the shuffle of papers, the slap of a book closing. The sniggers and comments are the same from one day to the next. Between exams and cramming sessions, the library seethes and surges with a tide of students. Emma, sitting at a desk in the middle of the main study area, like a rock just off the shoreline, lets them wash past her, again and again, as regular as the bell that rings at the beginning and the end of class. Some of the boys’ comments are complimentary, albeit of a sexual nature. They seem to appreciate the cut of her body, her hair tucked into what they have dubbed her Tomb Raider ponytail. Emma sees one of the boys pull imaginary guns from invisible holsters at his hips, blowing the tips of his fingers after he shoots his mates, laughing and nodding at Emma. He calls out to her, drawing a sharp look and a hiss from the librarian, until he holsters his fingers, tucks his thumbs into the waistband of his jeans, drawing one more laugh from his friends as he gyrates his hips in Emma’s direction.

“Come on, let’s go,” says one of the older boys. “She’ll be here tomorrow.”

“Same time, same place,” the other boys chorus.

They’re right, of course, although they couldn’t know that Emma sits in the same spot every day because it has the best view of the door. She knows just how many desks there are behind her, and that the section of the library behind them has the least activity. She also knows that she can leave the library through a side entrance. Even though the door has a warning symbol, alerting students of the alarm that will be triggered should they open it. Emma knows it is out of order; she overheard the technicians talking, earlier in the semester.

Emma sits at the same desk each day because it is the safest desk.

She walks the same route to and from the library, chiding herself that routine is bad, but confident that she can spot anything out of the ordinary along that route, even in the dark.

Emma is not afraid of the dark. The dark is her friend. She can hide in it, letting the shadows envelop her, as she does each night when she runs. The boys did get one thing right, her body isn’t what it used to be. The nightly runs have trimmed her muscles. Her sessions with the punch bag in the gym have hardened her hands, strengthened her forearms, and improved her footwork. Her trainer says so, and the thought makes her smile.

So, Emma endures the boys and their immature lusts in the library, knowing that the alarm won’t ring when she sneaks through the side door, and that they probably couldn’t stop her on her way out of it anyway.

“I’m trying, Nukilik,” she whispers, as she selects the next revision folder to pore over, reaching down to her feet to tug it out of the satchel.

Emma’s nightly calls to Nukilik McGrath have kept her alive since returning from Alaska. She draws strength from the Iñupiaq Eskimo, so much so she wanted to get an Eskimo tattoo – a diamond on her chin. She would have done it already if Nukilik hadn’t laughed each time she mentioned it.

“You can’t,” Nukilik had said. “The tavluġun isn’t for you. You understand, Em? Don’t you.”

“Yes.”

“You’ll have to find your own.”

She already has.

Emma presses her hand to a space on her ribs below her left breast. Hidden beneath her grey tank top and sweater, Emma has a pale grey tattoo of a wolf’s paw. Slender like the paw of a female alpha wolf. The tattoo is fractured, obscured with vein lines and assorted grains, as if the paw print was lifted from a beach. Thyrup beach, Emma thinks, as she draws strength through her fingers pressed against the tattoo. For Jacob. The tattooist turned some of the grains into tiny snowflakes, at Emma’s request – for Alaska, she thinks. For the wolf who looked after me, for Nukilik and her father.

Emma tugs her hand from her tattoo and dumps the folder onto the desk in front of her. She shakes her head free of grainy beaches and snow-packed trails for one last look at her notes for the oral exam in biology scheduled for the following day. She knows she’ll pass, her tutor has said as much, but she wants to be sure. 

Since Alaska, Emma wants to be sure of everything.

Her smartphone vibrates and Emma turns off the silent alarm. She packs her notes into her satchel, slips her smartphone into her back pocket, and quietly leaves the library.

The boy with the invisible pistols is waiting for her outside, standing close to the door.

“Emma Østergård,” he says, as he pushes off the wall to block her path to the main door of the library. “You come here every day, and every day I try to make you smile, but you never look at me. Why is that, Emma?”

She should have used the side door. It’s her first thought, but Emma has been saving the side door for true emergencies. A single boy and his raging hormones don’t count. Alan Johanssen’s pride would take a hit if he knew, but then he never met Elias Rhodes, and Emma really doesn’t have the time or need to explain it to him.

“Fuck off, Alan,” she says, stepping to one side to reach for the door.

“No, it’s not that easy,” he says, grabbing her arm. He pauses as he appraises the tight knot of her biceps, pulling her towards his chest.

Emma drops her shoulder and her satchel strap slides onto Alan’s hand, knocking it free with the weight. She follows up with the tread of her boot, scraping the edge down his shin then clapping her hand over his mouth, gripping it from both sides, as she leans in to whisper in his ear.

“I’m not easy,” she says, through gritted teeth. “Remember that.”

Emma lets him go, grabs her satchel, and busts out of the door. She knows she needs to breathe, that the adrenalin is still locked into her body. Nukilik had warned her about that, her trainer had shown her how to deal with it, but she can’t, not yet, not until she has turned the corner, checked every angle of her familiar route. Only then can she exhale, almost vomit, as the adrenaline pinches her stomach muscles. It’s nothing like when she killed Elias Rhodes, but it’s enough to make her late for her appointment with her therapist. 

 

Emma makes her excuses as she enters Jytte Holst’s practice overlooking Copenhagen’s touristy Nyhavn.

“Do you want to tell me what happened?” Jytte asks, as she hands Emma a cup of tea. “You look unsettled.”

“I’m fine,” Emma says. 

“Really?” Jytte sits in the armchair opposite Emma, studying the young woman’s pale face, and those striking blue eyes almost hidden behind strands of Emma’s fringe. It occurs to Jytte, not for the first time, that Emma looks out at the world from behind a jungle veil, as if she was a tiger. But, knowing the family, it is more likely to be a wolf. Jytte tries a different tack once Emma has settled into her chair. “Did you talk to Nukilik last night.”

“Yes.”

“For how long?”

“Does it matter?”

“You said it did. Last week you said you were going to try shorter conversations.”

“I did.”

“And did it work?”

“In what way?”

“Emma,” Jytte says, stifling a sigh. “I do appreciate everything you’ve been through. And each thing was tougher than the last.” She pauses to give Emma space to answer, continuing when she doesn’t. “But until you actually talk to me, there’s only so much I can do. And I’m afraid you’re wasting your father’s money.”

“I don’t talk about him,” Emma says. “You know that.”

“But he pays for you to see me, every week, Emma.”

“It’s part of the deal he and mom have. It’s their money, not just his.”

“That shouldn’t change anything, Emma.”

“It doesn’t.”

Jytte looks away for a moment, considering her next move. She bites her lip, just briefly, but enough to reveal to Emma’s heightened senses, that she is about to cross a line, to say something that will either push Emma away for good or force her to open up. Emma is pretty sure she knows the outcome already. Emma sips from the mug in her left hand, while slipping her right down to her ribs, channelling the wolf as she pictures the black-furred alpha female on the winter track in Alaska.
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