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      To Tessa

      The scrappiest fighter. The tiniest girl. The biggest heart. Even when things look dark, keep on riding.
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      I’ve been obsessed with horses my entire life.

      It makes sense, really. Warmbloods—the type of horse I’ve spent the most time with—weigh between twelve hundred and fifteen hundred pounds, and yet their go-to move when they encounter danger is to run away.

      A barking dog? They’re off.

      Gunshot? They bolt.

      A car backfires? Sayonara.

      Windblown plastic bag? They’ll dead sprint the opposite direction.

      In that regard, they’re just like me. Mom has always joked that when God made my twin sister Adriana and me, he gave her all the fight and I got all the flight.

      She’s not really wrong.

      Horses and I share the exact same reaction to danger.

      My mom has always pulled an ostrich. She’d hide. . .kind of. Mostly she’d just try not to see whatever bad thing was happening. But me? I learned at an early age that if something terrible was going down, I didn’t want to be anywhere near it.

      It’s good that I’m not actually more like a horse, because if a horse’s leg stops working, you have to put it down. Horses can’t live with a leg they can’t stand on. They’ll develop laminitis in the other hooves and die miserably.

      Meanwhile, I’ve been hobbling around for almost ten years on my train wreck of a limb. Unfortunately, it’s finally gotten bad enough that I can’t run. I can barely walk.

      “You needed to talk to me?” Brigita already looks exceptionally annoyed. Then again, she always does.

      I swallow. You can do this, Mirdza. I give myself pep talks sometimes. They don’t help, but they play in my bizarre brain anyway. “Yeah. So, you know I had to cancel a few lessons.”

      She arches one eyebrow. That’s how I know she really is annoyed.

      “Okay. You do know. The thing is, I finally got in to see a surgeon. It looks like that time Emilia and Vilks crashed into me, it dislodged some of the plates and screws that were holding my leg together.”

      “And?” I didn’t think it was possible, but her eyebrow hikes up another centimeter.

      “I’ll need a surgery to fix it.” I cough. “Maybe a series of surgeries, actually,” I say. “The reason I’ve been in such terrible pain is that—”

      “Get to the point,” Brigita says.

      I blink repeatedly. The point. Oh, no. This is where I have to ask her. “I’m going to need some time off, and I was hoping you might give me a loan to pay for the surgeries.” I cringe as I ask, which can’t possibly increase my chances of convincing her.

      “You need time off?” She sighs. “How much do you need, exactly?”

      “I’m not supposed to be on my feet at all afterward,” I say. “And if you can loan me the money, I’ll get the surgery set up right away. Then, if I need a second, which they think I could, that would be as soon as thirty days after. Really, it would be just about two months before I could be up and teaching again with a brace.”

      I don’t mention that the surgeon said a minimum of three months. I’m sure I’ll be fine in two. Maybe less.

      “How much money would you need to borrow?” Her lips are pressed into a tight line, and she’s picking dirt out from under her fingernails.

      “Fifty thousand euros.” I close my eyes at the end, because I can’t stand to see her scowl at me.

      But the sound she’s making almost sounds like. . .laughter.

      I open my eyes, and I was right. She’s laughing.

      “You’re not upset?” Have I been misreading her this entire time? Is she more understanding than I realized? Maybe Danils has told her good things. Maybe—

      Her laughter abruptly stops. “You’re fired, of course.”

      My heart stops. “I’m. . .I’m what?”

      “You’re fired. Clean out your locker, if you can manage it with your bum leg.”

      “But I brought so many new clients with me,” I say. “More than half the riders at this barn followed me here.”

      She clucks. “Oh, Mirdza. You’re such a naive little thing. Did you really think I meant to keep you around? Even if you hadn’t given me such a beautiful excuse to fire you, this was always the plan.”

      I swallow. “The plan?”

      “I only hired a broke-down nag like you to teach here because—”

      “You said Danils convinced you.”

      She’s laughing again. “You believed that? That my boyfriend recommending his ex to me would be beneficial to you?”

      “But you also said that even though we don’t show together any more, you had a fondness for me from when we were in the ring.”

      “A fondness? You should never have beat me—not when all you ever had were hand-me-down horses your loser friend gave you out of pity. I hated you when we were in the ring together.” This time, her laughter’s high and light. Airy. Like the tinkling of demonic bells. “You do know that naive is just another word for stupid, don’t you?”

      My leg’s throbbing like someone hit it with a poker from the fire. My head’s pounding now too. “You always meant to fire me?”

      “It was actually Danils’ idea all along. Did you really think he’d encourage me to hire his ex-girlfriend?” She rolls her eyes. “But now you can’t teach your students, so they won’t even have to feel bad for staying here with me.”

      “What about my horses?” I ask. “You don’t have enough lesson horses without mine.”

      “As if I can’t find some old, janky horses to replace them.” She sighs. “I’ll give you a month to find them a new barn,” she says. “And if you can’t find one, then they’ll become my horses and I won’t even need to find new ones, per the terms of our contract.” Her smile this time is wicked. Malicious. Pure evil.

      “Oh, I’ll find them a new place.” And I don’t plan to roll over and let her steal my clients, either. After enduring a few weeks of her teaching, they’ll realize what a mistake it would be to stay, I’m sure of it. I hate how heavily I have to lean on my crutches as I limp toward the tack room to clear out my locker.

      She starts to yell when I just walk away, but she shouldn’t be too surprised. Even dogs dodge when someone’s kicking at them.

      It’s hard to manage all of my gear on the bus with my crutches, even though I left all my tack behind with my animals. Horses come with a lot of stuff.

      When my phone bings, I almost ignore it. But on the off chance it’s Kristiana, finally returning one of my messages, I dig it out. If she has room for me back at her barn, that would solve a lot of my problems at the same time. While digging in my bag for my phone, I inadvertently drop my bag of grooming brushes, and the lady next to me kicks them away from her.

      Sometimes it feels like there are no decent people left in this world.

      By the time I finally recover all my belongings, my leg vehemently protesting the movements, my hand is shaking. It makes it hard to read my text. Once I do, my spirits sink even further. It’s from Danils. I should have expected that.

      HEAR YOU’RE IN TROUBLE. CALL ME.

      I may be in terrible pain without a solution in sight, and his girlfriend may think I’m an idiot, but I’m not even close to stupid enough to ask Danils for aid. I wouldn’t touch his help with a three-meter lunging crop.

      I delete the text with a shudder.

      By the time I get home, I still haven’t come up with a better solution. Adriana’s face in the front window is pressed against the glass. Her long blond hair and bright blue eyes look so similar to Kristiana’s that it’s almost startling. Adriana looks just like my mother, but high cheekbones and slender frames are the only things we share, in spite of being actual twins. My hair’s so dark it’s nearly black, and my eyes are a dark chocolate brown. Apparently I look just like my father, but I don’t even have a decent photo of him, so I have to take my mother’s word for it.

      As if our looks reflect our insides, our personalities are entirely different as well. Adriana’s forever making sure I know how lacking I am, and how much better it would be if I were like her—brave, outspoken, and bitter. She’s standing by the time I finally hobble through the door. “She laughed, didn’t she?”

      My jaw drops. “How could you know that?”

      “She’s a vindictive, nasty piece of trash,” Adriana says. “That’s how.” Her hair’s pulled back like it always is, and her muscular arms flex when she slaps a bug on the wall. “You never should have gone to work there.” There’s another one crawling up the wall behind her, but I don’t bother pointing it out. It’ll only make her more irritated than she already is.

      “Not like I had much of a choice,” I say. “Kris had to sell up.”

      “So that witch laughed at you and now you have to walk back in there and try and act professional.”

      “Not exactly.” I wince. “She fired me for not being able to work, and she’s planning on keeping all my clients.”

      Adriana’s string of expletives is actually impressive. When she finally calms down a little, she says, “I’ve had a bit of luck, so I can cover our rent this month, and you can borrow the money for the surgery from Danils. Do you know how pissed she’d be about that?”

      I grit my teeth. “He told me to call him.”

      “Great,” she says. “Do it.”

      “Not if flesh-eating beetles were stripping the skin and muscle from my body,” I say.

      Adriana rolls her eyes. “Always so melodramatic. Look, you said Kris still hasn’t called you back.”

      “Her dad says she’s in Russia, and she just won the Grand National a few days ago. I’m sure the press is hounding her, so she’s turned off her phone. I should just wait for her to get back. Asking someone for money isn’t something you should do over the phone, anyway.”

      “Well, maybe a few hundred,” Adriana says. “But not fifty thousand euros.” She flops onto the very worn, very dirty couch. “Do you think she even has it? Or will she have to call her rich little banker ex?”

      “I wouldn’t even ask her to do that. I’m hoping that she can pay me out of the winnings from her race, but with her dad’s gambling, you never know.”

      “You’re unemployed now, thanks to her selling her land. She owes you.”

      “I only know how to ride thanks to her, and you’re the same. She’s given me countless horses over the years, and she brought me in as an instructor when no one else would have. I won’t have you saying anything nasty about her.”

      “Fine.” Adriana rolls her eyes. “But don’t tell me it never bothers you when she complains. She was born with a silver spoon, and we got nothing, but we have to listen to how hard her life is.”

      “I lost my job because of my leg, and that had nothing to do with her. She’s only ever helped us both.”

      Adriana scowls. “But she knew you were stuck working for the devil herself, and meanwhile she’s doing what in Russia? Sightseeing?”

      “Her dad says she’s there with her boyfriend.” I shrug.

      “Hiding from the press with some hot, penniless Russian horse trainer?” Adriana rolls her eyes. “I swear that girl’s a pampered princess if I ever saw one. It’s not your fault you can’t ask her for the loan in person. She’s the one hiding out in another country. If you won’t call and ask her for the money, I’ll call Danils for you.”

      “You wouldn’t dare.”

      She picks up her phone.

      The idea strikes like lightning, fast and quick. “I’ll go visit her,” I say. “Her dad gave me the address that she sent him in an email.”

      “With your bad leg and no car, how do you plan to get there?”

      “The train, of course,” I say. “Since I can’t work, I have nothing better to do. And once I’m there, I can ask for the money.”

      “You can’t even afford to get there,” Adriana says.

      “You just said—”

      She stands up and presses a wad of bills into my hand. “This should cover your train ticket.” She smiles. “Iron Cross won today.” She shrugs. “You know if I don’t hide it, Mom’ll just give it to Mārtinš.”

      We may not like Danils, and after today, I loathe Brigita, but neither of them hold the title of the World’s Worst Human. The long-time winner of that is our stepdad, who also happens to be our uncle. The whole thing is disgusting.

      I don’t really want to borrow money from Adriana either, but she’s right. I need the surgery, and I need it soon. The surgeon said the longer I wait, the worse things will get, and the higher my risk of infection will rise.

      “Fine.”

      “Ask her for fifty-one thousand so you can pay me back.”

      I open my hand and examine the wad of bills. “This is barely more than five hundred.”

      She shrugs. “Compound interest is the worst, isn’t it?”
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      I used to dream that the hottest, richest, smartest guy in school fell for me. Sometimes, I’d slip and he’d catch me. Other times, it would be raining and he’d offer to share his umbrella with me. Still another time, I was walking home—which happened often—and he’d stop to give me a ride, shocking everyone else around.

      When it happened, it was just like a fairy tale. The day started out warm, but somehow, during class, the temperature dropped. When school let out, I walked outside into an almost arctic wind. I stopped, shivering, and wrapped my arms around myself, preparing for the long walk to the bus stop.

      I barely went two steps before a nice, warm leather jacket dropped around my shoulders. Nearly every eye was on me, all the girls jealous, all the guys curious, as Danils Ozols steered me away from the crowds and toward his beautiful imported Mustang. “I hear you like horses,” he said. “This is my favorite kind.”

      It was a pretty cheesy line, but it made my heart race. For weeks, I was perpetually on cloud nine, as all my classmates watched in envy. The only person who was truly happy for me was my best friend Kristiana. Even my sister Adriana seemed to be some strange mix of jealous and leery of Danils.

      Every girl may dream of Prince Charming, and in Daugavpils, Danils was about as close as it got. His dad owned half the town and his uncle owned the other half. He was good looking, confident, connected, and fairly smart. And he knew it. Over time, I discovered that while he might have loved me forever, it wasn’t the kind of love I wanted. His love wasn’t unconditional. It was fraught with conditions—I had to do what he wanted, when he wanted to do it, and if I ever said no, I was disciplined.

      It was after I refused to sleep with him that he decided to find another girlfriend. After all, we had been together for a ‘long time.’ He had been patient.

      That was around the same time that my mother decided to remarry. . . my uncle. That’s right. My dad’s older brother, whom we had never heard from a single time after my dad died and left us penniless, came through town and needed a place to stay. He flirted with my mother shamelessly.

      Then he found a job in town and moved here.

      On top of it being super gross that he married his little brother’s widow, he’s also a supersize bag of garbage. He forced my mom to leave the barn apartment at Kristiana’s family estate, where she’d been the cleaning lady for our entire life almost, and move into an apartment he found. He spent all his time telling us how lucky we were that he would provide for us.

      Mārtinš was the reason I quit living with my mom before I was even done with school. If Kris hadn’t offered to let me use the barn apartment again—her stable has several different groom’s quarters, but she saved the best one for me, always—I’d have really been in trouble.

      But no matter what my lousy uncle says or does, Mom won’t leave him. Now that I know what I’m looking for, I see guys like him everywhere. Most of them are alcoholics like Mārtinš, but that’s just an excuse. The drinking didn’t make them horrible people. They chose their lives, every step of the way.

      I used to think I could do something about the evils of the world. We’re taught when we’re kids that if we’re brave, strong, and loud enough, we can make a difference. In some things, sure, but when we’re going up against men who are holding all the cards? No way.

      My sister Adriana still tries, the idiot.

      But I’ve learned that the only way to deal with men like him is to avoid, to hide, or my personal favorite, to run.

      The biggest problem in my life is that I can no longer run. At all.

      After boarding the train in Riga, bound first for Tallinn, and then on to St. Petersburg, I can’t help feeling a little like a sitting duck. At least they’re still speaking my native tongue, but I’m in a strange place, surrounded by strange people, and I have limited mobility. I spent over a hundred euro on a dumb multi-leg train ticket, even taking the cheapest, slowest route, which means I have just under four hundred euro left to pay for food and a hotel if I need it. I know nothing about the kind of place where Kris is staying. I can’t think that a Russian horse trainer has much money, so they may not even have a couch to offer me.

      After the first few stops, I settle in more comfortably. The train rocks and rattles as we move, rocketing along. My bag’s right above me, safely tucked into the overhead storage. My purse sways ahead of me along with the train, stuffed into the mesh compartment on the half wall. I’m sitting in the first seat behind the door—something about being close to an exit makes me feel safer, even if I don’t plan to use it.

      The downside is that people are almost constantly moving past me, and each one makes me jump. For a twenty-hour trip, it’s not ideal. I steal snatches of sleep in fits and starts, opening my purse to stuff my face with dried, smoked pike and chunks of rye bread when my stomach complains the loudest.

      We’re sitting in the Moskovskiy Railway Station in Saint Petersburg when a smallish woman dressed in drab grey pants and wrapped in an old grey jacket boards, dragging a tiny little girl behind her. She’s also wearing all grey, as if they want to disappear into the background. The sun’s just setting, and they keep their faces down.

      I recognize them immediately.

      They’re frightened, and they’re on the run.

      I recognize them, because I have been them. My attempt to leave didn’t end well. I wish them better luck in their endeavors. They take the seats just behind me, clearly also wanting to be close to an exit. The little girl whispers, “Will he find—”

      Her mother shushes her.

      Just like the mother, I hope he won’t find them. Oh, please, please, please God, let him not find them.

      The loudspeaker has switched to Russian, so it’s lucky that I speak it mostly fluently as well. Thanks to my mother’s family, I’ve been to Russia many times. I’m not quite as proficient as I am in Latvian, but I don’t struggle either.

      “Four minutes to departure. Find your seats quickly. The conductor will check for tickets soon.”

      No one has checked for tickets in at least three stops, so I’m not at all convinced that’s true. I suppose it’s to make stowaways think twice. A flurry of people board, all of them scanning the rows for empty seats before ducking into one or another, here or there. A hunched-over woman with a head shawl takes the seat next to me, and we share a nod. She looks to be in her sixties, and she smells like pumpkin for some reason. She offers me a piece of gum and I decline, but I smile to let her know I appreciate the offer. I’m so distracted that I almost don’t notice when a large man in a dark coat hops on the train briskly, his heavy footfalls thunking loudly, even against the dense carpet of the train floor.

      But when I glance his direction, I immediately forget anything else.

      All the alarms in my body go off. He’s exactly the kind of man I avoid, always. It’s not that he’s wearing all black. It’s not his closely trimmed beard, scattered with a bit of grey. It’s not even his heavy footfalls, his serious visage, or his flinty eyes.

      No, it’s something else entirely.

      Violent men have a kind of aura about them. Something about them sucks in the light and casts a pool of darkness around them. I curl inward reflexively, but my heart freezes dead in my chest when he stops in the aisle behind me.

      I knew.

      Before he stopped there, I knew.

      He’s found them.

      The light-stealing villain found them.

      “Otpravit’sya.” His voice is low and menacing. A chill runs down my spine, freezing me in place. The word in Russian just means ‘Get off,’ but somehow, when he says it, it’s like an expletive-laden command. His voice may be quiet, but it’s full of promise. He’s livid that they had the audacity to leave without his permission.

      They will pay for that decision. That much is very clear.

      Most people on this train have no idea what’s going on. The woman next to me is prattling on about her cat. She says it only eats its dinner when mushed pumpkin is added to the dish—which explains the smell—and she hopes that Vlad can remember to do it.

      Who cares about Vlad? Does she really have no idea what’s happening behind us? Two lives that were so close to freedom are now ruined. And the penalty for their attempt will be heavy.

      “Do you have pets, dear? Anything you love with all your heart?”

      As if it’s just come back online, I can feel my heart hammering in my chest. This is one of those moments—the moments in life that you never forget. Paths roll out all around you, yawning lazily, beckoning, and only one path really matters.

      The one you choose.

      I should tell the woman about my horses. They’re the reason I’m here. One of them is blind in his right eye. He’s a great jumper, but you must always be cautious that no one spooks him on that side. Another is allergic to alfalfa. One bite and he’ll break out in painful hives all over his body. Another of my horses is my heart horse—she and I were Olympic-bound when my uncle, a man like the one behind me, decided I needed to learn a lesson.

      I wasn’t on a train, but I couldn’t escape.

      He shattered my leg.

      A decade later, I’m still suffering from his rage. For the sake of all those animals and more, I should keep my mouth shut. I should chat with the old woman about her tabby cat and forget about the man behind us. I should pretend nothing is happening so I can make it to Russia and keep my animals safe.

      But the face of the little girl in grey floats in front of me. Her eyes are wide. Her mouth parts in surprise, and the blood drains out of her already pale skin. Her dark hair’s pulled back and plaited, making her baby-round cheeks easy to see.

      She could be me.

      I was her.

      And no one on the train or in my life cared enough to spare me.

      Is her life about to be shattered?

      What will he do to her mother?

      Mine never even tried to escape. She only shook and cried and hid, and eventually, defended him instead of protecting me. What did it take for this mother to grab her daughter’s hand and make it to this train? If Adriana were here, she’d already be standing, shouting at the man, her small hands balled into fists of rage. She’d be alerting every single passenger to the threat.

      She’d be doing something.

      But I’ve learned.

      I know what happens when people like me try to intervene. When we try to fight the Mārtinš of the world, we shatter.

      “Come,” the man says, his voice louder this time. “Now.”

      “The train will be departing in one minute,” the loud speaker bleats.

      “Let go,” the little girl says, her voice unsteady. “Let my mom go. You make her cry.”

      The little girl might look like me, but she talks like Adriana. And in that moment, something snaps inside of me. The bands of fear that encircle my heart at all times fray and my heart beats loudly in my ears. I stand up and turn around to face the villain.

      “Get off,” I say. “Get off the train before the ticket-taker comes and throws you in jail.”

      The man’s head whips toward mine.

      I want to cringe and cower and whimper. But instead, I channel every speck of Adriana in my body, and I grit my teeth, and I glare. “You don’t have a ticket, and you’re threatening a passenger. You need to go.”

      A man two rows behind the mother and daughter stands up. “Leave.”

      “Let her go.” Another man on the other side of the train car stands. He’s scowling.

      “Sir?” An actual, honest-to-goodness ticket taker in a uniform steps through the connection and glances our way. “Is there a problem?”

      The doors close, and I panic that we’ll be trapped in here with this man all the way to the next station. But the villain shakes his head, steps toward the exit, and presses the button. The door opens, and the bad man in black steps off.

      Before the doors close, he turns to stare right at me.

      He’s smiling, and that’s not a natural state for a villain like him. His smile isn’t full of warmth, or happiness, or generosity.

      It’s a promise.

      A promise I hope he’ll never have the chance to fulfill.

      My blood runs cold in my veins, but when I sit down, the train starts to move, and we’re all on it.

      He’s not.

      I’m shaking. The clueless woman next to me drops a wrinkled hand over mine. “My dear, are you cold?” She unwraps her head scarf and offers it to me. I can’t very well explain that I’m trembling from fear to someone this oblivious, so I thank her.

      And I take it.

      It’s not much, but perhaps if the man shows up in my life again, the head scarf will confuse him. It’s not like I look very different than the other people around me.

      “Where are you headed, dear?” the woman asks.

      I don’t really want to tell her, of course. I never share anything I don’t specifically have to, not with anyone other than Adriana, Kristiana, or a few other trusted friends. “I’m visiting my best friend. She’s staying near Novgorod.”

      “How lovely,” the woman says. “We’re lucky to be having such nice weather.”

      I glance outside, becoming more and more positive that this woman is insane. It’s terribly cold and it’s been raining steadily for at least twenty-five miles. “I guess.”

      The old woman cackles. “You think I’m nuts, probably.”

      I shrug, but I can’t help my small smile. “This isn’t what I would call nice, but the early spring rain does help things start to grow.”

      “You’re in Russia, girl. It’s not snowing, so it’s nice weather.”

      About five minutes later, she falls asleep, snoring softly. I can finally shift in my seat to look behind me. The woman’s whisper-singing to her daughter, who’s nearly asleep. Now that I’ve noticed what she’s doing, I can make out the words to the song.

      It’s gentle.

      It’s kind.

      It’s reassuring.

      All the things that man was not.

      This mother is caring for her daughter in a way mine never did. What I said—standing up for someone I don’t even know—was monumentally stupid, but I’m proud of it anyway. It worked, and other people on the train backed me up. The little girl escaped. That’s what really matters.

      Once the daughter’s asleep, I hear a soft hiss and turn around.

      “Thank you,” the mother says, her eyes intent.

      “You’re welcome,” I say.

      “I mean it,” the mother says. “We might be dead if not for you.”

      The words rock me. I knew it already, but hearing them aloud causes me to tremble again. I should have run. I should have hidden. I should have done anything but inject myself into the middle of that fight. Luckily, post-aid cowardice isn’t immediately obvious.

      Of course, when the train stops next, the conductor announcing loudly, “We’ll be stopped for five minutes here at Tosno, and then we’ll depart for Lyuban. Gather your belongings and depart if this is your stop.”

      The old woman jerks awake and looks around in a daze. “Is this Tosno?”

      I nod.

      She scrambles to her feet. “Better get going. Nice chatting.” She leans close and whispers, “You’re ready to bond, young woman. When the chance comes, take it.”

      “Huh?”

      Her laugh is short and sharp, just like the last time. “You know what bonds are?”

      “Like, tying someone’s hands, you mean?” I wish she’d just leave already.

      Again, with the cackle. “Chemical bonds are when atoms are drawn together and form new molecules. A government bond is when you’re stuck in a promise to pay, bound to someone over time. You can bond things with glue. Or people with feelings.” She smiles, her teeth as ragged and unkempt as her hair. “But you’re ready for a soul bond—a connection that will change you, and him, forever. You won’t want to do it. It may make you tremble like you did back there with that horrible man. But you need it. It’s time.”

      Then without explaining anything else, she just ducks off.

      It was nice, in a way, her ranting. It distracted me from my fear of the horrible man, as she called him. He could easily have looked up where our train’s headed, and it would have been a snap for him to drive here faster, if he had a car.

      The minutes tick down slowly, but finally, the doors close.

      And he doesn’t show.

      I breathe a sigh of relief as the train once again sways and rocks and rattles along its path.

      A moment later, someone drops into my seat.

      I look up, surprised, but it’s the mother in grey. Her eyes are weary, and I’m sure that she’s even more relieved than I am that the man didn’t show up at the stop. Escaping once was a near miss—but he wouldn’t come alone if he returned.

      “I put sand in his gas tank,” she says. “I saw it on a movie. I hope it works.”

      My heart swells. Not only did she leave, but she took steps to stymie his attempt to follow.

      “My daughter’s exhausted, and she wanted to stretch out. I hope this is alright.” She tosses her head behind her.

      I turn around and look at her little girl, sprawled at an angle across two seats, her hands wrapped around their small bag as if it’s a pillow.

      “Of course,” I say.

      “May God bless you for your bravery.”

      “I’m impressed with you,” I say truthfully. “My mother never left.”

      A shudder runs through the woman. “This is my fifth attempt.”

      Fifth attempt.

      The words practically hang in the air between us. She’s failed four times. I wonder about the cost of all those efforts.

      “A nice, quiet man,” I say finally.

      “Excuse me?” She turns toward me, her lips slightly parted.

      “The old lady, as she left, told me I’m ready for a soul bond with someone.” I laugh. “A soul bond. Can you even imagine that?”

      The grey mother shakes her head. “Not in the slightest. I’m pretty sure my soul is a crumpled, worn-out thing, if it even exists.”

      “My sister has never dated,” I say. “She fights with men. Spits on them. Attacks them sometimes. But she’s never dated a single man.”

      “But you have,” the woman says.

      I nod.

      “He was terrible, too.”

      I can’t help nodding. “It was a big mistake. I thought he was different, but he dictated what I had to do, and he grew impatient if I didn’t follow his directions.”

      “They’re all the same,” she says. “And the only hope you have is to find the biggest, baddest, and scariest one.”

      “What?” I’m shocked to hear her say that.

      “In school, I met a guy who everyone else was scared of. He liked me.”

      I know this story. I could tell this story.

      “I was delighted.”

      So was I.

      “And then to get away from him, I found someone even scarier.”

      Oh. I disappointed him in small ways until he was utterly disgusted, and then I let him discard me, like it was his decision. “And to get away from him?”

      She looks at her hands.

      “That’s how you met. . .” I toss my head at the door.

      “Exactly.”

      “I don’t want someone who’s powerful enough to protect me,” I say. “I’m fine hiding in the shadows. If I’m going to find a soul-bond, it’s going to be with someone who will hide right alongside me.”

      The woman smiles. “Good luck. It’s too late for me. I’d have to entice the devil himself to keep me safe from Yevginiy. He’s pretty much the worst man in Saint Petersburg.”

      A shiver runs through me. “But you’re free, now.”

      “He doesn’t know about my cousin in Novgorod,” she whispers. “It’s my last hope.”

      The woman and I tremble through the stops at Chudovo and Myasnoi Bor, but the man never shows. We’re nearly to Chechulino, the train rocking, her daughter sleeping, when the sliding door separating train cars opens.

      I barely notice it.

      After all, only existing passengers can even move from one train car to the next. Usually it’s only the ticket takers, and they appear less and less often as we travel deeper into Russia.

      But then the bootsteps register at almost the same time as the woman stiffens next to me. It’s not one set of footsteps, either. There are dozens, like a regiment marching in step, but less organized. Heavy, ponderous steps, the sound made by heavy boots worn by large men.

      I bite my lip and my fingers grip the arm rests, and then I turn.

      At the front of a large group of men—at least ten—is the man in black. Yevginiy. He looks exactly the same as before, just as angry, just as eager, and just as resolved. Only now, he’s not alone. The man next to him is broader and, somehow, even darker. The man behind him is so tall that his head nearly brushes the top of the train ceiling.

      And they’re armed.

      One of them’s holding a knife that gleams softly in the incandescent light of the train. Another taps the end of a dark grey gun against his thigh.

      “Put that away,” the man I assume is Yevginiy says. “Gunfire would attract too much attention.”

      “No.” The little girl behind us has woken up, and she stands. “You need to leave us alone. We don’t want you anymore.”

      “I thought you were cute for a while, but you aren’t even my daughter,” Yevginiy says. “You need to learn to keep your stupid mouth shut before I get truly sick of you.” His closed fist flies backward, slamming into her small face almost absentmindedly.

      Her small frame collapses, like a fork sliding through cake.

      The woman at my side cries out and tries to push past Yevginiy, her arms thrown out in front of her, yearning to hold her daughter.

      But her big, bad lover isn’t done yet. Just as casually as before, his hand reaches for her, his large, strong fingers wrapping slowly around her upper arm, yanking her back against his side. “I didn’t tell you that you could leave. In fact, I told you not to go.”

      She turns her head upward. “You promised me when we met that you never hit women. You said your mother made you swear.”

      His laugh is dark and terrifying. “She’s a little girl. I’ve kept that promise. I would never hurt you.” And then he turns, and commands his men. “That girl there, the cripple.” My crutches are leaning against the corner of the train, wedged into the short space against the doorframe, but my leg brace is hard to hide.

      I can’t put any weight on my leg right now without it.

      Every single person I meet can immediately tell that I’m broken.

      “Kill her and toss her out the window.”

      “No,” the woman shouts. “No, Yevginiy, don’t. I’ll go back with you. I won’t run away again.”

      “Do it,” he says, ignoring her pleas. “If I don’t follow through on her punishments, how will she ever believe me in the future?”

      “No, please don’t.” The woman drops to her knees in front of him, her hands grasping at his. “Please, I beg you for mercy. She was only trying to help.” Tears run down her face, and she’s shaking so much that her words are distorted. “Please, please, leave her be.”

      “At first it amused me, you know.” He tilts his head. “You leaving. It felt like a game, like you were flirting, almost, like you wanted more of my attention.” He crouches down closer to her. “But this is pissing me off. You’re doing it too often now, and I’ve told you before that I’m the only one who can give you toys. When you find your own, you force me to take them from you.” He scowls at me. “She can’t keep you safe. No one can keep you safe, except for me.”

      "Yevginiy,” she pleads, “don’t hurt her. Please, don’t. I don’t want to keep her. Just let her go.” She sinks to the ground, her hands covering her face. “Please. Please.” She repeats the word over and over like a rosary, like a chant.

      That’s when I realize that she already knows he won’t change his mind. Without even thinking, I reach back and grab one of my crutches. The wide man he ordered to kill me is close now, his knife raised, his mouth half-smiling. He has a small scar on his jaw, just under his left ear.

      He likes hurting people, that much is quite clear. There’s a reason Yevginiy told him to do it. So when I bring my crutch around, pretending to use it to try and run away, his smile broadens.

      “I’ll make it quick,” he lies.

      As if someone like him would miss out on enjoying any part of this.

      I don’t even feel bad when I bring my crutch around the door frame and slam it downward into the space between his head and his shoulder. A broken clavicle is painful—I know from personal experience—and it’s an easy bone to snap.

      When I hear the crack, I smile. He drops the knife. My leg screams at me as I crouch to snatch the knife from the ground. I stumble forward, bracing myself with my other hand.

      “Durak, you idiot!” Yevginiy shouts. He sighs with disgust and waves his hand. “Someone else get her. Now.”

      I force myself back to my feet and turn for the door. No passengers in this car have done a thing to help, but maybe in the next—

      The knife hits my right shoulder, sinking in deeply enough that it protrudes through the front. Blood sprays all over the wall. I expect the pain to be worse than anything I’ve ever felt—Mārtinš never used blades—but it’s not so bad. It feels like a sunburn that’s been scratched, maybe, burning and tingling, and it’s a sharp pain, sure, but it’s not nearly as bad as the radiating pain I feel from my leg every single day. I don’t even drop the knife I’m holding in my right hand.

      I keep walking, using the one crutch I’ve got, and I make it as far as the door, my left hand releasing the handle of my crutch to reach for the button that makes the door open.

      But another set of hands yanks me back, and a much longer knife stabs me in the lower back. This one hurts far, far worse. I can feel the warmth of my own blood flowing down and out, stealing over my back as I sink toward the floor.

      Someone picks me up, and then I’m jostled pretty badly, and then they make good on their threat to shove me out the window of a moving train, my injured shoulder slamming into the side of the window at first, twisting my entire body sideways, before they finally succeed in shoving me out.

      I duck and roll, so that when I hit the undergrowth below, on the same side as my shoulder stab wound, at least it only snaps my clavicle and not my neck.

      The train rockets past, drowning the sounds of my sobs, and I realize that maybe I wasn’t so smart to duck and roll. Snapping my neck might have killed me quickly. The throbbing of my leg, the sharp pains from my shoulder, my clavicle, and my back would all end instead of dragging on and on. Because there’s no way I survive this, badly injured, in the middle of the night, in the middle of nowhere.

      Without a coat.

      In the rain.

      Bleeding to death as nature covers up the gory details.

      It’s really just a question of how long I suffer.

      We have discussions about this with the vet, when a horse is injured. How long should we make him or her suffer before we throw in the towel? And when that time has come, what’s the most effective way to kill the poor creature?

      Now it’s my reality.

      I can’t help thinking how sad it is that my mom, my sister, and my dear friend Kris will have no idea what happened to me. My belongings are still on the train, including my phone, my identification, and all my money, but I imagine Yevginiy’s men will dispose of those. So the Russian authorities, if they even find me, will just find an unidentified Jane Doe.

      I must be bleeding quite a lot, because it’s not long before my world begins to become hazy. My thoughts are disconnected. My body, blessedly, stops hurting and is no longer cold.

      My last thought is that I wish I could have ridden a horse one last time. I’ve avoided it for a decade because it was too risky. One fall and my leg could have been unable to bear weight. One misstep and I would have been confined to a wheelchair for life.

      But now I’m dying anyway. . .

      In my final moment, as darkness closes in around me, the strangest thing happens.

      A vision of a huge, dark horse appears on the horizon, running toward me. He’s got the most beautiful white blaze down his face, and he’s looking right at me, neighing loudly as my world drifts into nothingness. Maybe he’s come to give me a ride to heaven. It’s not a bad way to go.
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      I’m warm.

      The air blowing past my face is cold—frigid, even—but my body is somehow warm.

      How can that be?

      The sun’s rays are just peeking over the horizon as I open my eyes, and I blink repeatedly to clear them until I can look around. I’m in the middle of nowhere, lying on the cold, hard ground, and it’s still lightly raining, but my back is warm.

      Suddenly, I remember it all in a rush.

      The train.

      The woman.

      The villain.

      The knives.

      The window.

      My body, broken.

      The dark horse, pounding toward me.

      Something nudges my hand, and it’s soft and fuzzy. I turn my head slowly, and my eyes meet one big, dark blue one. The dark horse from last night is lying at my back, nuzzling my hand.

      I shout and lunge forward, wondering how those stab wounds didn’t kill me.

      And more bizarrely, why don’t they even hurt?

      Am I in heaven? Is that what happens? You just blink and you’re in the same world, but now you’re not part of it? Is that why I’m warm?

      Goosebumps explode all over my arm now that I’m not lying next to the long, warm body of the horse behind me. Apparently heaven can still be cold.

      He whuffles then, the horse at my back, and scrambles to his feet. He has three gorgeous white socks, and one entirely black leg on his front. He’s beautifully proportioned—absolutely enormous, probably at least seventeen hands, and thick, like a Belgian Warmblood.

      It should be terrifying, waking up next to a horse I don’t know, in a place that’s unfamiliar. The horse could be a wild maniac, and I have no idea how it will behave or why it’s here.

      But somehow, I’m not scared at all.

      Horses are huge, and they’re powerful, and they’re unpredictable.

      Even so, they’re still one hundred and ten percent better than humans on almost all counts. Now, if I could only figure out how or why my knife wounds that should have killed me. . .disappeared, and how my broken clavicle healed, then I might know where I am and what I’m doing here.

      Could I have dreamed all of it?

      But I’m next to a train track—and if I did imagine it, where are all my things? Where are my crutches, my warm coat, my phone, my purse, and my bag?

      How did I wind up here?

      I look around slowly, taking in my surroundings. We were nearly to Novgorod when the men showed up in the train car last night. I shudder just thinking about it. I wrap my arms around myself and rub my hands up and down, trying to warm up a bit in the brisk, early morning air. The sun is low in the vast, wide blue sky, the clouds moving past above us quickly, forming a tapestry of motion that in other circumstances I would have enjoyed watching. There are no buildings anywhere that I can make out—not even dilapidated ones. The grass is mostly dead, but here and there, bushy patches of it are starting to grow in clumps, like the sprigs of bull grass that always sprout near Daugavpils in the spring rains.

      The dark horse has inched closer, one slow step at a time, until his face nudges my arm. Sleeping next to me was already odd. Sure, it’s cold, but horses don’t huddle for warmth. They do lie down, but not next to people. They’re prey animals and would typically be in a herd. They don’t like to be prone around strangers. And sticking close, nuzzling my arm? It’s all very strange behavior for a horse. Where did he come from? Why’s he here?

      And what drew him to me?

      He might be wild, but those horses are typically afraid of people. There may not be a lot of them around, but they’d usually be in a herd. They’d also typically have had enough interactions in a populated place like this to be wary.

      That makes me think he must have been broke, but if he’s trained, how did such a beautifully fed, clearly healthy horse escape and come to find me? Alone? In the middle of essentially nowhere? I scan him for signs of ownership.

      His hooves look well-trimmed, but he’s barefoot—no shoes. That’s no help. He has no halter or bridle, obviously, and no signs of having worn a saddle, either. No tell-tale white fur spots where someone regularly cinched him too tightly, but then again, proper riding wouldn’t have resulted in those without advanced age, anyway.

      I could try checking to see whether his teeth have been recently floated, but to do that, I’d have to stick my hand in his mouth. Probably a bad plan. All in all, I have no idea why he’s here.

      Except for the heaven thing.

      My last wish was to ride one last time. Could I be dead? Is this what happens when we die? Our last wishes are granted? I struggle to stand, and my leg screams in pain. I grunt and sink back to the ground. If it’s heaven, then this sucks. I was counting on my leg being healed at the very least, and it feels exactly the same as before.

      Destroyed.

      Surely if I’ve died and moved on to some kind of afterlife, I wouldn’t take my mortal aches and pains with me. Right? Part of me wants to look upward and shout and rail and scream. Maybe God will strike me, but at least I’ll get some answers.

      “Who are you?” I ask.

      The dark horse doesn’t spook or shy away at the grating sound of my demand, like I expect him to. Instead, he tilts his head slightly, and then he tosses his head in a small, controlled way.

      It almost seems like he’s saying, “I hear what you’re asking, but I’m a horse so I can’t talk. Duh.”

      “Right, so I know you can’t answer me,” I say. “But I can’t figure out how you found me or why you kept me warm. If you belong to someone, maybe they can help me.”

      That makes me think. No matter where I go, people are going to have a lot of questions. How did I get here? Why don’t I have a coat?

      I’m shivering now, and wishing I’d had it with me when I was, well, almost murdered. What was I thinking? I should never have let myself be thrown off a train to die without at least having a coat clutched in one hand.

      The more I go over my story, the crazier it sounds, even to me. I clearly wasn’t stabbed in my shoulder or back—I’d be dead. But I recall it happening vividly. I can still hear the crack of my clavicle as it struck the hard ground. Still feel the raindrops as they slap against my crumpled body. The smell of the mud and the spring rain. The sharp, searing pulsing from both knife wounds.

      I glance down then, finally thinking of examining the injury sites. My dark jacket—far too thin for this weather—is battered and filthy. Landing in the mud did it no favors. My khaki riding pants are torn above the knee and just as dirty as my jacket. My boots appear scuffed, but otherwise are fine.

      Perhaps because of the rain, nothing seems to be too bloody—but there’s a small, flat slit in the right shoulder of my jacket where the knife tip protruded from the front of my body last night.

      But if I was stabbed, I went out the window with a dagger still lodged in my shoulder. Where could it be? My head spins around too fast, dragging my body with it. A flash of silver a half dozen feet closer to the train track has me crawling around the inquisitive horse and toward the edge of the tracks.

      I stop cold, a few feet away from a dark, gunmetal grey dagger, the shiny silver hilt gleaming at me, even through a layer of grime. There’s a symbol on the handle—it looks like a double headed hatchet—not that it means a thing to me.

      “I don’t understand,” I say aloud, as if giving voice to my confusion will somehow help me make sense of things. “I was stabbed with this knife last night, but now it’s here, lying on the ground, and my shoulder is fine.” I bounce it up and down without pain or even stiffness.

      The dark horse bumps my side gently, his nose staying put this time. I reach for him slowly, my fingers curving around his solid face. He doesn’t nip or even lip at me. He holds utterly still, his dark blue eye studying mine.

      “You’re a strange fellow,” I say. “Most horses would run. I can’t think of any that would lie down next to me. Did you see me get tossed out of that train window last night?”

      He whinnies at that, and I wonder whether he has any idea what I’m saying. Surely not, but perhaps he understands the tone I’m using.

      “I thought I was dead for sure.” I sigh. “That’s what I get for trying to help someone. Every time I’ve ever done that, it’s gone badly for me. I knew better, but that little girl. If you’d seen her, you’d understand. She was so helpless and so cute, and she reminded me of. . .well. Of me.”

      He bumps my hand again.

      “Are you even a boy?” I ask aloud. “I guess I should check, right?” I struggle to my feet, whimpering a little as my leg tries to buckle under me a second time. I stumble a few steps forward and take a closer look at him. “You are a boy, and if I’m not mistaken, you’re a stallion, not a gelding. I can’t decide whether that makes it more or less likely that you’re a wild horse.”

      I reach one hand out, and he leans his face into my palm.

      “A horse this nice needs a name. I can’t just call you, ‘hey you.’” I think for a moment. We’re in Russia. He’s big and bold and beautiful. “How about Khan? For Ghengis—”

      He snorts loudly, flinging snot on me.

      “Okay. Not that,” I say. “I get it.” I think for a moment before I have another idea. “What about Napoleon?”

      He tosses his head and then coughs.

      “Yeah, he’s always drawn with a white horse. Plus, it’s probably overused.” I scratch under his massive head absently. “Alright, how about Charlemagne?”

      The big stallion paws at the ground.

      “He was a warrior-king who wasn’t super well educated, but he was bright and learned from things around him. He defeated all his foes, and expanded his kingdom a lot.”

      He snorts.

      “It sounds regal—just like you look. Some people around here might have trouble saying it, but it’s not like it’s really your name. I’m the only one who has to use it, and it sounds posh. You seem posh.”

      He bumps my hand gently, so I take it that he’s alright with the new name.

      “I’m guessing that there’s someone, somewhere, who’s frantic that you’re missing. I wonder if they’ll come looking for you. Maybe they can help me get back to the civilized world. Maybe I could even bum a phone call off them.”

      The horse nods again, as if he’s agreeing with my logic.

      “But what direction to go.” I look around. “The sun rises in the east, and sets in the west. Since it’s rising now, that must be east.” I point. “And we were headed mostly south to get to Novgorod. I’m hoping someone there will take pity on me. One of the few numbers I have memorized is my friend Kris’s.” I can’t help muttering. “If she’d just turn her phone on.”

      I take a slow, ponderous step in the direction I think the city must lie—which is also in line with the direction of the train track, so that’s promising—and the dark horse takes off at a trot, breezing past me in the same direction I was headed.

      It’s illogical and ridiculous, but for a split second, I feel abandoned.

      He doesn’t know me. I don’t own him or have any idea what he will do one moment to the next, and I should just be grateful he kept me warm enough last night that I didn’t die. Even so, for some reason, I thought he’d stay with me.

      I named him, for heaven’s sake, and he gave me feedback.

      When he stops, turns, and paws at the ground, I marvel again. What’s he doing? He’s going the same way I am and turning back to watch my very slow, very painful progress?

      He calls out then, neighing loud and long, and tosses his head.

      “I know I’m slow,” I say, “but this is my maximum speed.” I look down and point. “My leg. See? It’s no good. You’re lucky I’m moving at all without my crutches.”

      The enormous horse trots back toward me, quickly, almost aggressively, and he bows his head lower, his nose inhaling and exhaling robustly. He blows an entire mouthful of air out across my leg, as if expressing his dissatisfaction with my disability.

      “Believe me, I agree with you. I hate it, too.”

      He tosses his head, then. And then he turns his long, graceful neck and tosses his head again. Then he straightens and looks at me almost expectantly.

      I have no idea what’s going through his bizarre equine brain, so I ignore him and keep shuffling on, one tortuously painful step at a time. At this rate, I should reach civilization in approximately twelve years, three months, and seven days. If I’m lucky, and if my leg doesn’t just give out first.

      Charlemagne shrieks his disapproval, and then he circles me at a big, showy trot, his dark tail streaming behind him. He tosses his head, his shining mane fluttering in the wind.

      “What do you want?” I ask, annoyed now. “I can’t go faster. If you have any idea what I’m saying you must understand that. This is my top speed, you big show-off.”

      But that only makes him angrier. He prances faster and faster, circling me alarmingly close. Finally, I reach out and slap his perfectly shaped rear haunch, praying that he won’t kick out at me.

      “Knock it off, you big bully. Nothing you do will make me go faster. You can’t herd an injured animal.”

      He blows out air loudly and paws at the ground, and then he drops to a knee in the front, one leg bent, the other stretched out. Charlemagne’s head is bowed, and he tilts his nose toward me and tosses it.

      Almost like he’s telling me to climb on his back.

      Which would be entirely insane.

      No wild horse would sleep by me, wake up and follow me, and then demand that I get on his back. No broke horse would do that, either.

      None of it makes sense.

      But then again, neither do stab wounds healing, or people surviving being tossed off moving trains.

      “Let’s say that you really are telling me to get on your back right now,” I say.

      His head pops up, his eye wide. He tosses it up and down.

      “You are.”

      He tosses it again and whinnies.

      “You want me to climb up onto your back?” I point.

      He neighs again and tosses his head.

      “Do I really think I’m talking to a horse, and he’s responding to me?” I sigh. “Is this really the most insane thing that’s happened to me since waking up?” Sadly, it’s
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2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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