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“Right or wrong, it’s very pleasant to break something from time to time.”

 

-Fyodor Dostoevsky’s

Notes from the Underground
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Visingsborg Castle, Sweden’s Vising Island. 1715 AD

 

“I thought it was a matter of common knowledge,” said Jacob Aminoff, and standing near the heavy oak-door entrance, he shifted his weight impatiently from one leg to the other. Glaring ahead with predatory eyes, his spoken Swedish contained a mild accent, with just a hint of a Slavic upbringing evident in his otherwise flawless pronunciation. “It has been a matter of rigid importance to my interests for several decades. How could such a transgression occur under your…careful watch?”

In his forties, Jacob maintained a clean-shaven face, and dressed in a fine tunic and expensive robe, his appearance was of a man who indulged and expected the best in life. Such was the value of his imported clothing that a peasant could work a lifetime and still fall short of the wages necessary to own them.

But though Jacob’s expression and features were those of a polished and wealthy aristocrat, with clean and groomed hair worn long and handsome, something else lay under his steely expression. Even though cultured and accustomed to comfort, Jacob’s invasive gaze was fierce and assured, revealing the attitude of one accustomed to hardship and physical trauma; indeed, Jacob exuded the confidence of a man who was neither soft nor unworldly, despite the trappings of his elevated social status.

The castle’s main communal area was a place of refinement, and several flags of various noble houses ran along the sides of the extended hall. Gentle fires burned from plentiful candles and torches scattered throughout the open room, and expensive tapestries of lively colors hung at assorted points to serve as decorations for the keep’s reception area. Lining the exterior were stained glass windows that ran at intervals on the finely hewn rock wall.

The area in front of the duke’s table was for audiences who would petition the resident lord in charge of various government functions for the local community. Currently, Duke Maximilian Von Essen sat behind the thick table, and his unhappy features suggested he wasn’t enthusiastic about his current visitor.

Sitting up straight, the duke ran a soft and manicured hand over his graying beard. In a bid to give himself the upper hand in the ongoing discussion, he cast a judgmental gaze at Jacob. Though the effect was meant to be intimidating, there was some discomfort under Von Essen’s stern expression, as if he wasn’t sure he was the one with the power in the room, despite this place being his personal stronghold. Worse, his eight guards standing near him, burly and armed men with firm gazes and imposing statures, also appeared uncomfortable in the flickering light.

“I would suggest you watch your tone, Lord…Aminoff,” Von Essen said, showing some contempt for his visitor by pronouncing Jacob’s non-Swedish surname with unhidden annoyance. “How the prisoners are treated from our majesty’s latest campaign is entirely at my direction. It is not, nor will it ever be, your prerogative to judge my methods.”

Jacob’s intense face did not waver as he engaged the duke’s eyes, and after a moment he stepped forward, moving closer to Von Essen’s table. The chainmail shirt underneath his silken top jingled as he crossed his arms in a challenging gesture. “How the prisoners are treated is entirely my business, my Lord. It is, in fact, one of my most important duties to fulfill for the king.”

Leaning back in his chair, Von Essen affected an ironic smile, using his sarcastic demeanor to try to assert some control over the disagreeable situation. “His Majesty, King Charles, asked that I house the prisoners until the peace negotiations are completed. I have fulfilled that request and will continue to do so, as is my duty.”

Fixating on his host, Jacob took two more steps, bringing himself uncomfortably close to the duke. Von Essen’s men placed their hands on their thick swords, even though Jacob appeared out of their lord’s reach—at least for the moment. 

“You have starved and tortured at will, without regard for rank, stature, or noble lineage. Your actions are those of a rogue and a murderer,” said Jacob, his voice calm and icy cold. “It is as if you enjoy hurting those who have done you no harm personally…and are completely helpless to your depredations. You are a scoundrel and not fit to clean stables, much less represent the king’s interests.”

Using such terms of open disrespect, even amongst fellow nobility, did not sit well with Von Essen. His features grew enraged, and he quickly stood from his creaking chair. Even if he was a soft man, he arrogantly drew himself up to his imposing height of 6 feet 5 inches, which made him half a head taller than Jacob.

“Such brazen behavior is too much, even for you, Lord Aminoff,” Von Essen said, his tone dripping with undisguised hatred. “I will have your tongue cut from—.”

The war dirk, a short dagger that was broad at the hilt, was made to be used in melee combat. If wielded with enough force behind it, it could pierce even the thickest armor. Consequently, it was the perfect weapon to settle matters of violence at close distance. Moving impossibly fast, Jacob produced such a shiny blade and took three strides, bringing the sharp weapon up with practiced skill.

But now there was no need to penetrate armor. Ramming the tip of the blade into Von Essen’s cheek, its sharp edge tore a gash in the shocked man’s face, flaying a flap of skin open and revealing his off-color and bloody cheekbone underneath. Reversing the knife’s cut, Jacob rended through the duke’s facial tissue, severing the lip from the inside and leaving a jagged slit across half his astonished features.

Stunned, the duke’s hand shot up to his wound, and blood poured through his fingers from the gaping cut. Trying to control the flow, his eyes went wide in terror. Unable to comprehend the assault, he gasped and gurgled on his own blood, his hand quivering as he vainly sought to stem the flow. Overwhelmed, his eyes shot to the sides, back and forth, as he vainly awaited help from his guards.

Grasping hold of Von Essen’s noble vestments, Jacob drew him close. Staring into his eyes, he nodded at the duke, as if to reinforce the horrified royal’s sudden realization that the rules governing their interaction had changed dramatically. Yes, my Lord, this is really happening to you. How does it feel to be the victim now? It is not so pleasant, no?

Holding up his bloody blade so Von Essen could see the source of his agony, Jacob smiled at the man, flashing a grin that would have looked positively friendly under different circumstances. From Jacob’s calm demeanor, it was instantly apparent that such a merciless assault caused him no misgivings whatsoever. Violence was a means to an end that Jacob was familiar with and truly enjoyed.

Jacob now reached down and slipped his knife back into a jewel-encrusted scabbard inside his shirt, returning it to the place he secretly removed it from when his arms were crossed moments before. Proceeding with the unhurried detachment of a professional, he pulled Von Essen even closer, all while his victim mewled in fear and shock. 

Moving crisply, Jacob withdrew the duke’s own knife from the man’s loose shirt. The long blade was ceremonial and unwieldy, but its pointy edge was sharp enough for Jacob’s purpose. “And now, Lord Von Essen, make no sudden movements. My work requires the utmost precision, and I will not have you cause more harm to my personal business.”

Acting almost bored, Jacob inserted the blade below Von Essen’s chin and slowly pressed upward into the soft flesh. As he drove the blade deeper, inch by inch, more spurts of blood streamed from the grievous puncture wound, and the duke’s eyes went wider, becoming ever more bewildered, until they locked open entirely. 

Using freakish strength, Jacob pressed the tip upward, and its point only came to a stop when it met the interior top of his opponent’s skull. For a moment, he held him up with his sheer strength, and Von Essen’s spasming feet gyrated on the floor as Jacob extended his thrust, almost lifting the heavy man entirely off the ground. With his arm muscles corded and taut, Jacob kept the aristocrat for several seconds in that position, treating him like a mortally impaled marionette. 

Yanking back the weapon, the duke’s corpse collapsed with slopping finality to the floor. With legs and arms inclined at strange angles, the expiring man’s nerves continued firing randomly, causing his feet and arms to flinch and recoil uselessly while he bled out on the formerly clean stone.

Dropping Von Essen’s knife onto his body, Jacob stepped back and breathed slowly. As he peered at the destroyed noble, his demeanor was calm and unperturbed, like he was curiously examining a dead field mouse that had been run over by a wayward wagon. 

Slowly, Jacob raised his head to stare at the men-at-arms, those who had been billeted to protect the unfortunate duke. As one, the wretchedly afraid soldiers avoided Jacob’s gaze. None of them currently held their hands on their weapons, nor did they appear eager to avenge their master. 

This dangerous and wicked noble was known by all of them, and they were aware that any who were believed to oppose Jacob faced short and violent ends. Such was Jacob’s reputation and reach that to cross him, even from within the upper rungs of society, was equal to a death wish.

“You may tell the family that he was distraught and decided to end his own life due to some unknown personal matter,” said Jacob, and by his tone, it was clear this was far more than a suggestion. “I will pass the word around that I came soon afterwards and witnessed this unfortunate aftermath…it will provide the cover you need to ensure you are believed concerning his…tragic death.”

Stepping in between the group of men—there were four on each side—Jacob moved his eyes between each guard, waiting to see that they agreed with this new situation in a castle they were sworn to protect. One by one, each of the protective sentries dropped their gazes to the ground, acquiescing silently to Jacob’s demands. It was clearly more honorable for them to live to serve another master than to face the wrath of the vicious person standing before them.

After nodding with satisfaction, Jacob spun and left the room, leaving the duke’s underlings to deal with his now-unmoving body in any way they saw fit.

#

Light from flickering torches barely lit the walls of dank and shadowed pathways in the deep interior of the castle. Moans and wails of suffering men reverberated along the rough-cut stone corridors of the maze-like tunnels, creating an ambiance of wanton misery amongst a series of neglected cells in the scattered confines of the dungeon.

A large and plump rat stood still in the faint light of a central corridor in this morbidly destitute area. Perched on its filthy claws, the diminutive creature stared toward the shifting light, its eyes shining and alive in expectation for a meal, either from the fetid remains of a prisoner’s discarded food or, in a more hopeful and satisfying primal consideration, the recently deceased flesh of a nearby captive.

Scurrying out of the way, the animal just avoided the kick of a foot clad in a clean leather boot, one that was shiny, expensive, and out-of-place on the weathered rocks of the filthy area.

Jacob strode fitfully along the keep’s dusty pathway, offering the rodent a disgusted stare as he made his way determinedly through the stronghold’s twisting passages. 

Facing ahead, Jacob kept his eyes on the periodic sconces of firelight that lit the way forward through the shadowy interiors of underground tunnels. Twisting through barely illuminated corridors, he made rights and lefts without stopping to consider his direction, and after a time, his puzzling maneuvers would have made lesser men lost and confused.

But move ahead Jacob did, banking his way through a host of tunnels and moist rocks on his considered way towards an important goal. After a few last turns, he stopped and collected himself, looking to the left at a large and thick wooden door. To its side stood a servile guard, and the weathered and leathery man nodded to Jacob, gulping deferentially at his sudden appearance.

After a flick of Jacob’s impatient head, the dungeon guard nodded and heaved the door aside with the creaking of worn hinges. Stepping back, the silent man quickly reassumed his position next to the entryway.

The room beyond was brighter, but the horrible waft of air from the inside area was overpowering. Something of a mix between smoke, human waste, rotten food, and death assaulted Jacob’s nostrils, and for a moment he blanched at moving into the foul interior. 

Shaking away the odor and associated thoughts of what lay beyond, Jacob hardened his senses and stepped inside. Looking around, he took in the horrid scene of confinement.

The walls of the room housed a long and rectangular space, and on an exposed length on one side were held torches and lamps burning quietly at intervals along the shiny stone surface. Between the light sources were a host of sturdy chains that were affixed to the wall. These chains were now empty, but the stains of old blood that decorated the iron cuffs on their end told the story of men who must have been in bondage for some time in the recent past. This was a place accustomed to torture and suffering.

The rest of the room was contained by two borders of bars that served as a barrier to a host of dirty men inside the cell area. Kept separate, the people held there sat and stood near makeshift mattresses and patches of dirty straw. They wore tattered, dark military uniforms, but their condition was such that after a long period of captivity, their uniforms and ranks had now been covered by grime.

In captivity, in an area that should have held only a few prisoners, there were now twenty disheveled and filthy individuals, and as Jacob stepped near the bars, several looked up to see this new visitor to their horrific home.

Taking in the atrocious state of the men, Jacob scowled at their treatment and plight. With barely enough room for them to stand or sit, their situation was made worse by the fact that some of the crowded captives were already dead and had yet to be extricated from the mass of their friends. The effect and condition of these people was one of chaotic and indifferent torture, like they were less important than the swine that might live within fenced pits on a typical hog farm.

Pushing away the urge to cover his nose to avoid the stench, Jacob spoke amicably in Russian to the prisoners. “I realize you have been here for an excessive time.”

Setting his hands on his hips, Jacob scanned through the group, taking some time to fix each of the men and evaluate their expressions. The eyes of each answered him with a range of emotions, from fear to open defiance and even indifference. The air around them was expectant and full of curiosity at Jacob’s appearance in this sad domain.

“And I realize that you have suffered,” said Jacob, and he nodded knowingly to their silent inquiries at his sudden presence. “You have suffered more than any men ever should.”

From the back of the cell, one of the prisoners suddenly pushed his way forward. Moving from where he had been tending to a sickly friend, Stanislav Volkov slid his way close to the bars and their visitor. Tall and gaunt, he was nonetheless a strapping man of thirty-five, and even if his current predicament meant his health and pallor were weakened, he was sturdy and controlled in his movements.

Leaning two hands through the bars, Stanislav rested his arms on the crossbar and set his gaze on Jacob with some degree of contempt for the well-dressed newcomer. “How do you speak our language? What have the Swedes paid you to betray Russia?”

Jacob arched an eyebrow, surprised at the forcefulness and candor of the man. Holding up his hands, he made a mollifying gesture to appease the prisoner. “Nothing like that, I assure you. I am, in fact, one of you.”

Stanislav cocked his head with unconcealed doubt at the oddness of such an admission. Looking at Jacob’s fine clothing and pampered appearance, he shook his head in open cynicism. “One of us? Looking at you, I see a fancy pig speaking our language without an accent, and…I’m not impressed.”

There was silence for a time as Jacob took in Stanislav’s skepticism. As the moments passed, they held each other’s glare, and though Stanislav’s gaze was fierce and intimidating, it was the aggressive captive that looked away first. Turning around and having nothing more to say, Stanislav leaned his back against the bars and ignored Jacob.

Jacob smiled mildly, then sighed. Moving to the side to address the whole group, his voice became magnanimous, almost as if they were all longtime friends. “I’ve come here to tell you the truth…and to also give you something else. First, truth: I want you to know you will never return to Russia. Sweden will be your final place of rest, the last location you will call home in this world.”

Heads around the crowded cell dipped in response. They must have expected such a result, but the scattered and bedraggled men were still heartbroken by Jacob’s honest evaluation of their prospects to survive their captivity in this foreign land.

Jacob continued with a reserved and compassionate flash of a humorless grin, his voice rising perceptibly. “Your families will find a way to move on from your loss. Such is the way of the world with grief…we all must persevere, even when losing those most dear to us. Then, they will eventually be gone themselves, lost to time and history.”

As one, the prisoners raised their heads, their quizzical stares focusing on Jacob. Who was this man who visited them, only to torture them with thoughts of home and family, and what in hell was he now referring to?

Taking a step closer to the group, Jacob came within easy reach of the men, moving within inches of the bars. If he was worried about being assaulted from this gaggle of desperate humanity, his face showed no fear of it. His features remained confident and even pleasant as he ran a hand over his whiskerless jaw.

Motioning to the few corpses on the cell floor, Jacob kept his tone steady. “Yes, you can never go home. But, if you come with me, you can choose how you will live from THIS moment on.”

Reaching forward, Jacob grasped the bars in his firm grip, and his eyes shined with the reflection of the firelight. As he flexed his fingers around the cold metal, the bars creaked under his strength, and the stares of many prisoners looked surprised, as if Jacob might break through the heavy bonds with his own raw physical power. For the briefest of time, it appeared the cage might serve to protect those inside, instead of merely keeping them in custody.

Jacob drew a long breath and exhaled slowly as he released his hold on the barrier. Assuming a self-assured demeanor, Jacob’s striking tone grew clear and convincing, as if his was the voice of truth in a wilderness of lies. “You will have a new family, and we will take care of each other—whatever the cost.”

Turning back around, Stanislav tilted his head and peered inquisitively at their wealthy visitor. Squeezing through his friends, he now struggled to get closer to Jacob. When he came near Jacob’s face, Stanislav’s probing eyes locked on his, and he stared for several moments before speaking. “Of what do you speak? What are you about, and what is the cost for such an offer?”

Jacob thought for a moment, absorbing the doubts of Stanislav and the rest of the extended party with his thoughtful gaze. Jacob’s vague smile grew wider, and he rapped the bars with his knuckles before shouting, “Guard!”

From outside, the footfalls of the guard and several more jailors approached. Coming into the room, the reserved men in dirty uniforms began to unlock the cell and let the prisoners out. After the clanging lock was disengaged, each of the guards seemed unwilling to look at Jacob, as if they were scared to do so. It was like each man knew that acknowledging Jacob could bring some horrible result for the effort, and that was something none were willing to risk.

With the cell door now open, the constricted captives staggered free, their eyes glancing about cautiously. The strong amongst them helped the weak emerge on injured legs, as many of them, stooped and feeble, could barely hold themselves erect. Panning their heads, the baffled and dirty prisoners shuffled free from captivity and inspected the area around them.

After some hesitation, each of the captured soldiers, downtrodden and filthy, peered at Jacob with unrestrained appreciation. Their faces and teeth were broken and ghastly, their bodies stinking and sick, but their eyes had come alive, showing a hesitant enthusiasm for the world beyond.

Wasting no time, Jacob nodded and left the horrible place, pacing away from their heinous prison cell with a disgusted shake of his head. Moving out of the foul dungeon, the suddenly-free captives followed him, tepidly making their way to a new and very different future.
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Arlanda Airport, Stockholm. Present Day

 

Dreary light from the morning’s overcast sky leaked through an open partition of the economy class window. Outside, the surface of the glass and large wings of the parked 787 Dreamliner were covered with droplets of moisture from the day’s intermittent bad weather, and the extended gate area was filled with airport workers dressed in bright rain gear as they moved about the bustling ramp.

Seated and appearing entranced with this activity, Liam Stone stared out into the scene of controlled chaos surrounding his recently arrived flight. In his mid-thirties, he was of average build, with brownish hair cut close over a mildly receding hairline and a reddish complexion. Neither ugly nor handsome, his was a face that would not inspire others, but at the same time, it didn’t exactly cause fits of derision or negativity. As with his entire life, his looks allowed him to move under the radar, to remain anonymous in an existence that always seemed to just pass him by.

Around Liam, the rest of the passengers were collecting their bags and getting ready to deplane as they chatted quietly. It was something of an art form in the flying world for people to strategically place and collect their personal belongings to exit quickly, but with Liam that wasn’t an important consideration. Instead, his eyes were misty as he considered the external airport grounds, and he ground his jaw as he fought off a wave of sadness that perfectly matched the depressing weather outside.

In a fit of curiosity, Liam wondered how many of those people out there marshaling planes, collecting luggage, and servicing the aircraft were happy. Whatever their place in life, whether a professional manager or a beefy front-line hauler, had these working strangers found their place in the world? Did they go home to a partner that made their lives a bit more tolerable? Maybe someone in their lives made them a tasty dinner and offered a welcoming smile when they arrived home?

Liam noticed a woman talking into a radio alongside a private plane in the distance, and he found himself wondering about her life specifically as she went through a set of flight checks on the expensive-looking aircraft. She appeared relatively young and attractive, and dressed in a flight suit from some contracting company or another, her professional movements made her seem part of the wider environment of happy people he found himself thinking about so much lately. 

But…despite her carefree bearing, Liam couldn’t help but think, maybe this lady had just broken some other poor lad’s heart, just like his own? What was the power that certain women had over guys like Liam, men who were happy to prostrate themselves and get walked on by pretty ladies? It was like it was part of Liam’s DNA and perhaps other nice guys to accept the abuse of indifference and ridicule such women routinely provided.

In fact, it seemed that being boring was kind of a prerequisite for dudes to find themselves alone in a world of single people—even or especially when they didn’t want to be.

He had heard this explained to him by a single friend of his, Marie was her name (also not interested in Liam, but at least she was a friend and a nice person), that the worst thing a guy could be was boring or needy. Even if a man had a job, money, and great prospects for a career, to be boring and clingy was the kiss of death for mating opportunities. Scowling, Liam realized it wasn’t fucking fair, and the more he bitched about it inside, the more he wanted to scream about his inability to deal with the simple reality of life’s love lessons.

Sitting up straight, Liam sighed and tried to control himself. He knew that acting like a pussy wasn’t going to make this trip any better, so he better get ahead of this foul mood and grow some balls. It wasn’t like he had a horrible life, all things considered…I mean, how many people got to make their livings writing about and making sports bets? Millions of dollars were on the line daily according to my thoughts and prognostications, so cheer the fuck up, dude!

Looking up, he saw the last of the people around him had exited the area, and because Liam always flew in cheap-ass basic economy, he was now in the back of the plane, slouching around and acting like a love-lost teenager. Shaking his head, he stood and yanked his dark leather backpack, the one his grandmother had given him in high school, from the overhead bin. Checking to see that nothing had fallen out of its poorly tied pockets, he slung it over his shoulder and started up the aisle.

As he moved towards the front of the aircraft, he saw a cute flight attendant, youthful and pert, waiting for him to exit. Standing next to the connected jet bridge, she waited expectantly to move on to whatever job she had next to do when this last lazy American passenger finally deemed it appropriate to exit the aircraft. 

When he came close to the young lady, Liam saw in her eyes the universal unattraction that women seemed to feel for men that were emotionally distraught. There was just something about their feminine radar that allowed them to see weakness in a guy, and as Liam got close to her, her sixth sense grabbed onto his pathetic self-pity, making her pleasant smile difficult to hold as he went past.

Nodding politely, the attendant restrained her inner desire to frown at this meek and dejected man, not quite knowing what was compelling her to not show a bit of genuine kindness to Liam on his way off the plane. Liam felt her inner war for civility as he passed by, and he shrugged at her as if to say, “What can you do? Losers are gonna lose.

As Liam disappeared from her sight down the interior bridge, Liam felt shame crawl up his neck, and both he and the airline employee worked to put one another from their minds as they mentally prepared for their altogether separate days ahead.

#

The baggage collection area was a large one and full of multiple carousels meant to bring luggage to people making the Stockholm Region the final destination of their journey. On either side of the long hallway were four huge circular machines, and above each of them was an enormous LCD screen announcing the incoming flights’ luggage to be hosted on each apparatus.

In this area, three of the separate conveyors normally shuttling bags from incoming flights were closed down, but currently, there was one making that odd squeaky sound as it coughed up the personal items of passengers. Near machine number 8, a large group of recently arrived travelers collected their things, and crowds of travelers from several ethnic groups chatted in a barrage of languages as they wound down their journeys from various originating cities.

The harangue of large crowds continued for some time, and the pile of luggage to be claimed dwindled to a few cardboard boxes. Unfortunately, the boxes weren’t Liam’s, and he found himself lucky enough to be the last person to fetch his personal things. 

In the background, the sound of an announcement being played echoed through the area, reminding people to not leave their belongings alone, as it could lead to their items being seized. The message played over and over in both English and Swedish, and because Liam had a hard time understanding the latter, he decided that his command of the former was good enough for life in this country. Just as always, English was spoken fluently here, far and wide.

Liam had come to Sweden fifteen years before to study in college, which most people here referred to as “University” in the decidedly British way of describing post-high school academic endeavors. Living in the medieval town of Uppsala, he had ended up staying for a total of six years, mostly because he was enjoying his life, much as young people often liked to do while exploring the world.

Liam had spent those early years of adulthood discovering that he really liked this country, and in turn, had found a gig teaching English at one of the local “gymnasiums” after his bachelor’s degree was completed. Taking the step from student to teacher took some getting used to, but the strangest part was that most Swedes spoke, or at least understood in a technical way, English as well as he did. In fact, probably better.

Grinning, Liam remembered the one time he had a student ask him a question after school, at a time when the upper-level English specialist needed information about a term paper that was soon due. Struggling to perfect his project, the diligent guy needed to know what tense he should use to describe an academic discussion. 

The teen had spent some time describing in English his preference for tense, only for Liam to not really understand what he was talking about. It wasn’t that his accent made it hard, it was because he himself had never taken the time to understand how tenses were described in other languages—or even in English itself. The reality of languages to Liam meant that you had to “feel” what was needed to use at any time, and this in turn meant people needing the right answers were stuck without a proper understanding of the correct answer.

Playing dumb, Liam had managed to refer the younger man to another teacher who actually knew her job, and because of a heightened sense of guilt, he had taken the following days to catch himself up on the differences in “past continuous” and “past simple,” as well as the benefits and restrictions with each tense.

Smiling wider, Liam now realized he was once again unfamiliar with the terminology of either, and he wondered where that boy was today, more than a decade later. He’s probably a shit-ton better of an English teacher than I could’ve ever been.

Soon after that teaching job, Liam had come to understand he needed to start a career, and because he had long ago decided he liked money, he knew he had to leave Sweden to get it. This country of wonderful people was a fantastic place, but if you wanted warm weather or to make lots of money, it wasn’t the place to entertain such outcomes.

Feeling confused, Liam looked over to the entry slot on the carousel where luggage was supposed to exit, and he realized he was now the last person waiting to be graced by his bags. He really didn’t want to pack much for this journey, but no matter how hard he tried, he found that it was always necessary to bring more than he had space for.

And now Liam was the last person here, and if it happened like it so often seemed to in the past, he would be without his personal things and would need to file a complaint in order to track them down. 

Now, being a man of numbers, this didn’t make much sense to Liam. The 787 Dreamliner (he knew and checked to make sure this was the plane to be used on this route, mostly because it was known to be a very safe model) could hold up to about 290 people, and his flight had been about seventy percent full, so about 200 people were on board. 

What were the chances he would be the one to lose his bags, or barring that, would be the last person to fetch his items? Probably the same percentage of chance I would be the one to find my wife was cheating on me, and worse, to come home early from work and almost walk in on the act. Thank God they at least got their pants up, and most importantly, thank fuck her kickboxer boyfriend ran out the back before he was forced to kick my ass.

Suddenly, one of his bags, an old purple one that had been a wedding gift from his dad, emerged on the carousel. Feeling better about himself, Liam was equally happy to see a pink one emerge right behind it. Thinking for a moment, he realized that the second bag’s color was even more gender-unsure than the first, but it was functional and worked, so if someone didn’t like his luggage, then they could go fu—.

A strong hand grasped Liam’s shoulder from behind. Surprised, Liam spun to look into the eyes of the person that grabbed him with that firm and somewhat painful grip. 

Staring at him with a deeply smartass grin was Mattias Bergstrom, his lifelong friend and drinking buddy from those long-ago college years. Also in a living range that could loosely be called young, Mathias was a half-foot taller, wore wire-rimmed glasses, and atop his head, his dark and kinky hair was topped by a blond-dyed tuft of longer hair combed back with a generous portion of gel. With the sides of his head almost shaved to his scalp, the effect of his features made him appear like a human-sized quail. Adding his pockmarked complexion to the mix, he should have appeared ridiculous and somewhat insane.

Instead, the effect of Mattias’ looks was instantly endearing, as for some odd reason, they made him appear both intelligent and interesting. Liam’s features and mood became immediately happier as he awkwardly man-hugged his old buddy.

“Good to see you, Liam,” shouted Mattias, grinning down in grand fashion. “It’s been too long.”

Struggling to pull himself out of Mattias’ long grip, Liam nodded and smiled. “Dude, how’d you get in here? Don’t you have to wait behind security?”

Chuckling, Mattias motioned towards the baggage belt, where Liam’s things were soon to come into range. “Well, now you know the benefits of being a highly paid detective. We may not be able to solve a crime, but they let us go anywhere we want. Not sure why they let me in, but who am I to argue?”

Smiling, Liam hurried toward the belt, where he grabbed the pink bag first, hoping that doing so would make Mattias unsee the fact that it existed. Feeling better about the arrival of Mattias, Liam waited for his friend to grab the other as he hefted and tested the wheels on the gaudy luggage.

Moving close, Mattias gingerly took the purple bag, and, extending the bag’s handle, turned towards a placard on the far wall that announced “Customs” and “Immigration.” Pointing toward the sign, he looked down and wrinkled his nose at Liam’s choice of ugly luggage before trudging toward the exit.




  Chapter Three
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Twisting through the rural countryside, the smooth but too-narrow highway was lined on either side with trees and bushes of red and golden hues. Late summer was a time of considerable beauty in Sweden, and the depth of color and changing landscape, full of green fields and clumps of uneven forest, made for an enjoyable driving experience. 

As the car whooshed ahead, it passed several identical farmhouses of red siding and white trim. Staring straight, Mattias sat hunched in the driver’s seat, focusing intently through his thick eyeglasses as he squinted through the dirty windshield down the two-lane road. 

The vehicle he steered was a green late-model Saab, one of the last produced before that vehicle brand faded from history more than a decade before, and the venerable sedan currently barreled ahead at more than thirty kilometers per hour over the posted speed limit of “70.”

Sitting in the passenger seat, Liam glanced uncomfortably over at the speedometer, obviously unhappy with the pace of the vehicle through the pleasant-but-isolated area. Around them, fields of different staple crops, from various grains to kludgy stalks of corn, stood unharvested and stretched out over the rolling hills of Central Sweden. 

Unable to control Mattias’ manic lust for speed, Liam took several loud breaths before accepting defeat and wistfully staring out his own window. They both knew Liam was a control freak when it came to driving, and Liam couldn’t let Mattias win by begging him to slow down. Not only would that be unmanly, it would only make Mattias drive faster—if that was possible.

Trying to sound cheery, Mattias spoke in Swedish, almost sounding like he cared about a proper answer as he smacked on a piece of gum. “Are you keeping up on your Swedish? They say that keeping up on languages is a good way to keep the brain healthy. And your brain, I might note, certainly needs to avoid getting any more sick.”

After a short grimace, Liam glanced over and shook his head. Speaking slowly, he annunciated carefully in English, trying to stress his native command of the language. Unfortunately, because Mattias rarely made grammatical mistakes, it was ineffective at showing him up. “Not really…I’ve decided that every Swedish person alive speaks English better than I can mangle Swedish, despite the years I lived here. So, the short answer is…no.”

Looking confused, Mattias tilted his head and gazed over at Liam before returning his head forward. For some time, he watched a few cars whiz by in the other direction, and after careful consideration, he finally nodded. “Yeah, that’s true, and a pretty good idea. Good thinking…and keep up with it. Don’t continue embarrassing yourself.”

The underlying mirth in Liam’s face drained away, and he waited a while before responding, knowing he had to get the delivery and tone of his next words just right. “Mattias, did I mention you can suck my balls? I’ve noted in the past
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