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   No-one ever remembers what happens to them when they go into the barn at Bondalen farm. Some never come out again, and the rest... Something always feels different.
 
    
 
   In 1979, the farm is home to three young girls. As winter fades to spring, Elizabeth, Kari and Sara each come to face the secrets of the barn, and they each emerge with their own injuries. But someone else is lurking nearby, a man who claims to be Death incarnate, and for these three girls the spring of 1979 is set to end in tragedy.
 
    
 
   In the modern day, meanwhile, Bondalen farm has finally been sold to a new family. Dragged from London by her widowed father, Paula Ridley hates the idea of rural life. Soon, however, she starts to realize that her new home retains hints of its horrific past, while the darkness of the barn still awaits anyone who dares venture inside.
 
    
 
   Set over the course of several decades, The Farm is a horror novel about people who live with no idea of the terror in their midst, and about a girl who finally has a chance to confront a source of great evil that has been feeding on the farm for generations.
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Prologue
 
    
 
   There was so much snow in the air, she could barely even breathe.
 
   Cautious and wiry, and shivering in the sub-zero temperature, Margit had been watching the old farmhouse for more than an hour, from the meager cover of the bus-stop.
 
   Waiting.
 
   Hoping.
 
   Freezing.
 
   She desperately wanted to get out of the midnight snowstorm, to warm her numb body, but fear held her back. After several months living on the streets, she'd learned the hard way to always, always be careful. Danger could come from anywhere at any time, no matter how peaceful the scene, and she couldn't afford to get hurt, not again. The last time had been hell, stitching herself up in a public bathroom in the heart of the city. Now, out here in the countryside, there were other dangers, other ways of getting hurt or killed. So she had to be careful, because her life could be over if she made one wrong move.
 
   Even though the farmhouse on the other side of the road was dark, lit only by the moon.
 
   Even though the For Sale sign was so old, it had started to fall off.
 
   Even though it was clear that the property had been abandoned long ago.
 
   Suddenly becoming aware of an approaching scraping sound, she looked along the desolate road and saw that a snowplow was coming, its lights flashing orange against the night sky. There was no time to get undercover, so she simply turned her back and waited, as the sound became louder and louder, as the bus stop filled with the flashing light, and as the snowplow thundered past, pushing vast quantities of snow out of its way and sending a swirling white cloud into the bus stop, covering her with a fine layer and rattling the bus-stop's perspex windows. She waited, barely able to breathe as snow swirled all around her; she held her breath for as long as possible, but when she finally breathed in, there was more snow than air. She coughed a couple of times, and slowly she was able to catch her breath. By the time the plow was grinding into the distance, she managed to turn and look back at the farmhouse.
 
   In front of her, the road was now mostly clear, although fresh snow was already falling, slowly undoing the plow's good work.
 
   Eventually, the sensation of numbness became too much and, with chattering teeth, she made her decision and darted across the road like a frightened animal. She scurried across the pavement, past the line of bare trees, and across the farm's threshold. Crunching through waist-high piles of unswept snow in the yard – another sign that no-one had tended to the place for a while – she felt her soaked feet getting colder and wetter with every heavy step, as more snow pushed in through the loose stitching. The thick wool socks had been a godsend when she'd first pilfered them a few months ago, but now they were starting to rot and all they did was collect water like a giant sponge, and her toes were turning a little more yellow each day, to the extent that she no longer dared to look at them. The temperature was at least minus thirty, maybe lower, and as she saw her own breath in the snow-filled air, she realized that getting inside was a matter of life and death.
 
   So even though she had a bad feeling about the dark farmhouse, she went to it anyway.
 
   A gale was blowing, whistling as it raced across the yard and whipping the snow into swirling flurries in the air. Old farming equipment had been left scattered around, although most of it had been covered by layers of snow. Snow and more snow. There was trash around, too, although not too much. In fact, for an abandoned building on the edge of a small-but-growing town, the farmhouse seemed to have attracted surprisingly little attention. No vandalism, no littering, no break-ins or graffiti, just vast piles of snow on the ground and on the roof, and spiderweb-like structures of interlaced ice on the windows. Looking around, she saw that there were no other footprints in the snow, which meant that no-one had been near the place for a good long while. It was as if the farmhouse had just been left to rot.
 
   Good. Surprising, but good.
 
   The last thing she needed was other people.
 
   Still, she had a bad feeling, something in her gut telling her to run away now, before it was too late. At the same time, she knew that if she kept walking, that if she set off along the desolate road to look for another refuge that night, she'd most likely die of exposure. So really, fate had left her with no choice.
 
   As she trudged around the side of the farmhouse, she looked up at the black, bleak windows. None of them had been broken; the local children hadn't even dared to come and throw rocks. Reaching the rear of the property, she stood on tip-toes and peered through one of the downstairs windows, and after wiping away some ice crystals and cupping her hands around her eyes, she was just about able to make out a bare room inside, with no furniture and just a few pieces of newspaper on the exposed floorboards. She tried a few more windows and found the same; the farmhouse had been gutted long ago, left to stand completely empty, just an empty wooden building perched on a concrete foundation.
 
   Reaching the front door, she tried the handle, figuring that it would have been locked long ago.
 
   Wrong.
 
   The handle turned, and the door clicked open.
 
   She took a step back, and her sense of unease grew stronger. This was too easy, almost like a trap. Whoever emptied and sealed the farmhouse, they should have locked it up when they left, so why hadn't they? A mistake? Laziness? Or had the farmhouse unlocked itself, as a way of tempting her inside?
 
   “Run,” her smarter inner voice urged her. “This place isn't good.”
 
   “You'll die,” her more realistic voice replied. “You'll freeze to death if you have to keep walking tonight.”
 
   So that's why she slowly pulled the door all the way open, revealing the gaping darkness within. She swore that somewhere deep in the back of her mind, she could sense something welcoming her, something celebrating her arrival with malevolent glee. It was as if the farm was so vastly empty, she couldn't help but imagine a hidden presence.
 
   “You know this is stupid.”
 
   “I don't want to die out here. I don't want to be found stiff and blue in a snowdrift”
 
   “You should stop talking to yourself like this. It's the path to madness.”
 
   Stepping inside, she pulled the door shut, sealing herself in darkness. Holding her breath, she listened to the silence. Finally, forcing herself to relax, she allowed herself to exhale, and she saw her breath ahead of her. The inside of the house was no warmer than the outside, but at least it was dry. Taking a moment to look around the dark, silent hallway, she realized that the house was almost preternaturally quiet, as as if all the noise of the outside world had been shut out. A silent house felt deeply unnatural, like a silent heart.
 
   She reached out and flicked the light-switch several times, but of course it didn't work.
 
   Cautiously, she made her way across the dark hallway until she reached a door. Peering through, she realized she couldn't see much, but as her eyes adjusted to the gloom she was able to make out a long, narrow room with nothing left except a set of curtains that, for no apparent reason, had been left hanging by the window. The sight warmed her. Making her way over, she examined the fabric for a moment and found herself wondering about the people who had lived in the farmhouse before. The curtains were old and faded, and in the darkness she could make out little more than a faint wavy pattern, but what mattered was that the fabric was dry and fairly thick. She reached up and tried to unhook them, before running out of patience and just yanking them down instead. The pole came too, banging loudly against the wooden floor as she scrunched the curtains into a large ball and tucked them under her arm.
 
   Turning suddenly, she felt a strong sensation of being watched. She kept her eyes fixed on the next doorway, half-expecting a shape to move into view, but of course nothing came.
 
   “It's just a house. Don't be such a goddamn coward.”
 
   “I'm not a coward.”
 
   Her inner monologue was being particularly vocal, questioning her every move.
 
   Making her way back through to the hallway, with her hands out to make sure that she didn't bump into anything in the darkness, she found the foot of the stairs and looked up. A patch of moonlight illuminated one of the wooden walls higher up, and she felt instinctively drawn to that light, as an escape from the darkness of the ground floor. She began to head upstairs, one creaky wooden step at a time, and she couldn't help but notice that each creak was slightly different, like different keys on a piano. She reached the landing and stopped for a moment, looking down at her hand as it seemed to almost glow in the pale blue light. Turning, she saw various closed doors all around her, and she realized for the first time that this was quite a large house, with five upstairs rooms. Too big for just a couple.
 
   There must have been children, once.
 
   Telling herself that she could explore in the morning, she went to one of the doors and pushed it open, peering into the room and seeing nothing but floorboards and emptiness. She did the same with the other bedrooms, just out of a superstitious keenness to make doubly sure she was alone, before picking the smallest room, the one with the most moonlight, and heading inside. Dropping her backpack and the purloined curtains onto the floor, she knelt down and began to pull out a few items she needed: some energy bars she'd managed to steal from the shop at the train station, and a plastic bottle of water she'd refilled in the public toilets, and the tattered old notebook she'd been using to jot down her thoughts and travels.
 
   “Stupid. Why do you do that? No-one cares.”
 
   “I care.”
 
   Looking across the room, she breathed out long and slow, watching her breath in the cold air. She headed over to the window and looked outside, seeing the moonlit yard and the large barn a little further off, before starting to peel her clothes off. Although there was no real hope of them drying overnight, she figured it was worth a shot, and that she might be able to get a fire started in the morning in one of the wood-burning ovens. For now, shivering and numb all over, she stripped down to her underwear, which – although old and dirty and stained, crusty even in places – was at least dry, and then she grabbed the curtains and wrapped them around herself several times. As she fumbled to lay her wet clothes out on the floor, she was still shivering but she could tell that the curtains would at least allow her to get a little warmer, warm enough to sleep and survive until morning.
 
   “One night at a time.”
 
   A few minutes later, sitting cross-legged in the patch of moonlight while she waited for her body-heat to make the curtains warmer, she used a shivering hand to hold her pen and start jotting things down in her notebook. She liked to record her daily route and her thoughts, and in the back of her mind she had a vague idea that one day, somehow, she'd get a home and a job, get her life back on track, and then maybe she could try to publish her journal of homelessness, maybe be a writer like she'd always dreamed. All of that seemed so far off now, after almost six months on the streets and with her first homeless winter setting in fast, and with numb toes that she was still too scared to look at in case they were turning gangrenous, but still, the dream -
 
   “Everyone has to have a dream.”
 
   “Even me? What if -”
 
   Looking toward the door suddenly, she held her breath. She felt certain someone had been watching her, but all she saw now was the dark landing and the top of the stairs, and the place where something could have been standing a moment ago.
 
   She waited, telling herself that she was just being jumpy.
 
   “You're alone here. You're safe for the night.”
 
   Silence.
 
   Finally exhaling again, she looked back down at her notebook and continued to add some scribbles. She was almost onto the last page, and she hadn't quite worked out how to get another book, but she figured she could nab one from somewhere. Stealing had seemed so hard six months ago, but now she'd found she had a knack for -
 
   “Listen!”
 
   She looked at the door again.
 
   Just an empty rectangle, leading out to the landing.
 
   “There was something there. There was something right there, watching you.”
 
   She waited.
 
   “No, there wasn't. You're losing your mind, is all.”
 
   She told herself not to be foolish, that it was natural to get jumpy all alone in a dark, abandoned farmhouse, but she couldn't help herself; getting to her feet, with the curtains still wrapped around her still-shivering body, she walked barefoot over to the door and leaned out to check that there was no-one on the landing. All the other doors were still closed, and she was certain no-one had come up the creaking stairs. She'd have heard them.
 
   “Idiot,” she muttered, frustrated by her own jumpiness. Turning, she was about to hear back to the notebook when suddenly she stopped, freezing mid-step as she realized that there was someone else in the room with her, a figure visible just in the corner of her eye.
 
   “Have you seen her?” a girl's voice asked.
 
   Slowly, Margit turned and saw that the faint, slightly blurry figure was standing in the corner, wearing plain, old-fashioned clothes and with its hair up in the style she remembered seeing in photos of her mother from long ago.
 
   “Have you seen her?” the figure asked again, before stepping forward. “Please, you have to tell her we're not angry at her. You have to let her -”
 
   Racing out of the room, desperate to get away from the ghostly figure, Margit almost slammed straight into the opposite wall before hurtling down the stairs. Slipping partway on the trailing curtains that were falling loose, she fell to the bottom, landing in a crumpled heap and immediately feeling her ankle twist, but she pushed through the pain and hobbled to the front door. She'd lost the curtains now and was only in her underwear, but she didn't even stop to look back as she tried desperately to get the door open, only to find that it was now locked.
 
   Taking a step back, she heard a creak on the stairs, followed by another.
 
   She ran through to one of the dark rooms and, spotting the curtain-rod on the floor, she picked it up and hurried to the window. Raising the curtain-rod, she slammed it against the glass, shattering the window, but she had to take a moment to push more glass out of the way before dropping the rod and starting to climb through. She felt a piece of glass cutting into her thigh, but she kept going and finally she fell out the other side, tumbling down into the snow. Still not daring to stop, she scrambled up, breathing in a fair amount of snow as she desperately tried to get away from the house. Before she could get too far, however, she stopped as she saw another figure standing nearby.
 
   Slowly, the figure turned to her, revealing two dark holes where her eyes should have been.
 
   “Please,” the figure said, “have you seen Sara? We've been looking everywhere.”
 
   Turning, Margit began to scramble through the vast piles of snow, making her way along the side of the huge barn before emerging down at the edge of one of the fields. Freezing cold in just her underwear, she was about to turn and run to the road when she stopped suddenly and saw that at the lower end of the barn there was an old wooden door hanging partly off its hinges, revealing a gaping darkness within.
 
   She knew she should run, but despite the severe cold that was making her shiver, she took a couple of steps toward the door.
 
   “Come in,” her voice whispered in her mind, except after a moment she realized that it hadn't really been her voice at all. It had been something else, using her own thoughts to speak to her.
 
   “I...” She paused, before spotting one of the ghostly figures watching her from over by the farmhouse.
 
   “You'll be safe in here,” the voice continued. “Come inside. You know you want to.”
 
   “Who are you?” Margit whispered, taking a step forward, approaching the door to the barn. “What do you want?”
 
   “I want to see you. I want to give you things.”
 
   “I can hear you in my head,” she replied, terrified but still making her way closer to the door. “What the hell is going on in this place?”
 
   “Come inside and I'll tell you everything.”
 
   “But...”
 
   She knew she shouldn't, she knew she should just run, but instead she made her way into the barn, disappearing quickly into the darkness as she made her way toward whatever was waiting for her at the far end.
 
   Five months later, a few of the neighbors admitted to each other in hushed tones that, yes, they might have heard a brief scream one night, during the winter, coming from the direction of the abandoned farm, but that they hadn't done anything about it because, well, everyone knew the place was empty and that no-one ever went there. Most of them had tried to ignore the farm, really, and pretend it didn't exist at all. After all, everyone remembered the terrible thing that had happened to the three sisters, to poor Elizabeth, Kari and Sara.
 
   Now, however, some of the locals were gathered in a gossipy flock by the side of the road, watching as a glazier fixed the broken window. For the first time in more than three decades, and despite muttered objections raised by some of the most senior figures in the area, the farm was going to be occupied again.
 
   Nearby, standing at the top of a ladder, the estate agent was busy hammering more tacks into a large 'Sold' sign.
 
   


  
 

Chapter One
 
   1979
 
    
 
   No-one really knows why, but sometimes death just comes to a place and settles for a while.
 
   Hearing a flapping sound above, Sara looked up and saw that the tops of the pine trees were swaying slightly, although she couldn't see what had hit them. It must have been a bird, she told herself, perhaps even an eagle. She'd definitely heard its wings and heard them good, and she was a little disappointed not to at least get a glimpse of whatever it was. She always loved seeing eagles, the way they soared like kings, and at just eight years old she'd already seen quite a few.
 
   “Sara!” her sister's voice shouted from beyond the next ridge in the forest. “If you're coming, come!”
 
   “Coming!” she yelled, turning and running across the rough, root-criss-crossed forest floor, racing between trees until she reached the top of the ridge and spotted Kari a little further down in a small clearing, where she was picking the first wild garlic bulbs of spring. Taking care not to slip and fall, Sara made her way down the leafy embankment, building up speed as the incline became steeper and finally running down, hoping not to fall. Coming to a halt at the edge of the clearing, she saw Kari's full-to-the-brim basket of bulbs, and she realized she regretted turning down the opportunity to bring a basket herself.
 
   Still, maybe it wasn't too late.
 
   “Can I help?” she asked.
 
   “No,” came Kari's rolling-eyed response, as she conspicuously turned away to search for more garlic. The soil underfoot was still a little damp, since the winter's snow had only finished melting away a few weeks earlier.
 
   “I want to help,” Sara said, squelching forward.
 
   “Well you can't. You didn't bring a basket, dummy. I told you to bring one.”
 
   “I know, but -” Stepping forward again, but not looking where she was going, she gasped as she tripped over the basket. She managed to right herself and keep from falling, but in doing so she accidentally toppled the basket and then stamped some of the spilled garlic bulbs into the mud. Immediately, she bristled as she waited to be told off.
 
   “For God's sake,” Kari sighed, hurrying over and pushing her away. “Can you just not?”
 
   “Not what?” Sara asked. “I'm sorry, I didn't mean to.”
 
   Crouching down, Kari righted the basket and then started scooping some of the bulbs back in. The ones that weren't ruined, at least.
 
   “Why don't you go and look at the river?” she muttered finally, sounding tired. “See if the otters are back yet.”
 
   “It's too early for the otters,” Sara told her. “I asked Pappa just yesterday, and he told me it's too early. Mamma and Elizabeth said the same thing too.”
 
   “Maybe they'll surprise you. Just go, get out of my hair for a while.”
 
   Sara shook her head.
 
   “Go,” Kari said firmly, pointing toward the river. “Just for five minutes. Now, or I swear to God, I'll... Just go!” She looked back down at the crushed garlic bulbs. “I hate babysitting.”
 
   Sighing with frustration, Sara turned and stomped her way across the clearing. She was starting to think that she shouldn't go out with her sister anymore, since Kari always treated her like a child even though she was only five years younger. She felt that, aged eight, she was more than able to do anything the other girls did, but at the same time she had an annoying habit of making clumsy mistakes whenever she got excited. As she reached the riverbank and headed down to the very edge of the water, she told herself that something had to change, that spending all day every day with Kari was too frustrating. More than anything, she wished she had friends her own age, or that she could spend more time with her older sister Elizabeth, or that she could just find someone who was more on her own wavelength.
 
   Looking along the length of the river, she saw that there was no sign of the otters. Now her task was over, so she figured she should go back, but she knew Kari would still be angry, and when Kari got angry – which was often – the bad mood always lasted for the rest of the day. Another reason to hate stupid, full-of-herself Kari.
 
   Still, she had nothing else to do, and nowhere else to go.
 
   Turning, she -
 
   She stopped suddenly, as her gaze fell upon a crumpled shape just a few meters away, half jutting out of the water and half submerged. She could see immediately that the shape was covered in white fabric, a little like the uniform her mother wore to work but torn and glistening wet, and after a moment she realized that the faint bulge could be a person's hunched back, as if it was someone who was partly on their side, and partly on their front, with most of their face pressed down into the water. She froze for a moment, waiting for the sight to resolve itself and become something more normal, but as the seconds ticked past she began to realize that her heart was racing.
 
   From where she was standing, from that exact angle at least, the shape looked like a human body.
 
   “It's a rock,” she told herself, “or a pile of leaves.” Even the voice in her head sounded scared.
 
   Unable to think of anything else the shape could be, she paused, wondering what to do next, but fighting the urge to call for her sister. After a few seconds, she took a step to one side, but the shape still looked like a human body even from a different angle, with the current of the river running gently around the mass. She took another step to the side, still hoping that she'd suddenly see that it was something else.
 
   No luck.
 
   It still looked like a man's body.
 
   “Hello?” she whispered, although she immediately felt silly. Still, she had no other ideas. “Hello?” she said again. “Are you okay?”
 
   Hearing another rustling sound high above, she looked up and saw the tops of nearby pine trees swaying. Whatever was up there, it seemed to be circling the area, maybe watching.
 
   “You're not a person,” she said quietly as she looked back at the shape in the water, hoping that by saying the words out loud she might make them come true. Stepping closer, she continued to hope against hope that the shape would suddenly turn out to be a suitcase or a pile of clothes, but even from a slightly different angle it still looked like a body. If anything, it looked more like a body now, and she thought she could see a long section sticking out, which seemed a little bit like an arm.
 
   “Please don't be a body,” she whispered. “Be something else.”
 
   Daring herself to be brave, she took another step forward, and then another.
 
   The thing in the water still looked like a dead body.
 
   Suddenly the entire shape shifted, as if it had become unwedged from the riverbank, and it began to drift out to join the current of the river.
 
   Wide-eyed with shock, Sara took a few more steps forward, watching as the shape began to slowly float along, and finally she spotted a mass of what seemed like hair at one end, and a human ear poking into view, along with a faint tattoo showing what seemed to be a butterfly.
 
   Without thinking twice, she screamed.
 
   Even as the scream ended and echoed through the forest, she heard footsteps rushing in her direction, and a voice shouting for her:
 
   “Sara! Where are you? What's wrong?”
 
   She stared for a moment longer as the shape drifted a little further away, and then she turned to see Kari racing toward her between the trees.
 
   “Sara!” Kari shouted, spilling garlic bulbs from her basket as she got closer. “What happened? What the hell are you doing?”
 
   “There's a person in the river,” Sara replied, trying really really hard not to cry. Turning, she pointed at the shape, which by now was quite a bit further along even though it was only drifting slowly.
 
   “What do you mean? There can't be a -” Kari stopped suddenly, with a sudden, sharp intake of breath as she saw the body. After a moment, her eyes widened, as if she couldn't believe what she was seeing. “No... It can't be.”
 
   “It's a person, isn't it?” Sara said quietly, her voice filled with fear. “Isn't it?”
 
   “I don't know,” Kari replied. “It's hard to tell from here. Did you see its face?”
 
   “I saw its ear,” Sara replied, her gaze fixed on the drifting body. “I think its face is underwater.” She paused for a moment. “That's not a good sign, is it? If its face is underwater, it can't breathe, can it?” She waited for an answer, before tugging gently on Kari's sleeve. “Kari? Is it a dead man?”
 
   They stood in silence for a moment, as if neither of them – aged eight and thirteen – had a clue what they should do next. Above, the treetops rustled again, as if they'd been disturbed by something, but the two girls were focusing solely on the body as it drifted away, and neither of them was aware of anything else in the world.
 
   “I don't like it,” Sara whispered finally, pulling once again on Kari's sleeve. “Can we go home now? Please?”
 
   “Wait here,” Kari replied, making her way along the riverbank, hurrying to catch up to the body.
 
   “I didn't mean to find it, I swear,” Sara shouted, before running after her. “I just sort of saw it by accident. Anyway, it's your fault! You're the one who made me come down here to look for the otters. Please don't tell anyone!”
 
   “What, are you stupid?” Kari replied, stopping at the river's bend so she could watch as the body drifted past, still borne along by the current as it bumped gently against the opposite bank and then continued on its way. “Of course we have to tell someone, dumbass. It's a dead man! We can't just ignore a dead man!”
 
   “Who should we tell?”
 
   “The police, I suppose. Or Mamma and Pappa.” She paused. “We should tell Mamma and Pappa first, and then they'll probably call the police. And Elizabeth. She'll know what to do, she always does.”
 
   “What if no-one believes us?” Sara asked.
 
   “They know we're not liars. At least they know I'm not a liar. I'll go and get someone, you stay and keep track of the body.”
 
   Sara's eyes widened with horror. “Me? Why me?”
 
   “Because someone has to keep up with it, dummy. It's floating, and there are forks in the river up ahead. We have to know which way it goes, or it might get lost and then we'd look really stupid.”
 
   “But...” Sara paused, staring at the body and suddenly imagining what it would be like to be alone with a dead man in the middle of the forest. She couldn't really imagine it, but she knew it didn't sound like fun. “I don't want to stay with it. Why can't you stay, and I'll go and tell Mamma and Pappa?”
 
   “No-one'll believe you,” Kari replied, turning and starting to traipse away through the forest. “You're just a little baby.”
 
   “I'm not a baby!”
 
   “Then prove it. Do as you're told.”
 
   “No, I -”
 
   “You lied about that fox last week,” Kari continued. “You told everyone there was a fox at the farm, and there wasn't. Dad went out looking for half an hour before you admitted you'd made it all up.”
 
   “I just thought it was funny,” Sara replied, her eyes filled with tears.
 
   “Yeah, well too bad. When I get back with Mamma or Pappa or Elizabeth, we'll call out to you and you can let us know where you are, okay? That way, we won't have to search for the body for hours.”
 
   “But I don't want to stay with the the dead man,” Sara whined, looking back down into the river and seeing that the corpse had already floated quite a bit further along. She turned and watched as her sister made her way between the trees, heading to the hill that led back to the family farm. “Kari!” she yelled at the top of her voice. “Come back! I don't want to be the one who has to stay here! Kari! Stop!”
 
   She heard Kari shout something in return, but she couldn't make out what it was.
 
   “This isn't fair,” Sara muttered, making her way along the riverbank until she'd caught up to the slowly drifting corpse. “Why am I the one who has to do it? Why do -”
 
   Suddenly she heard a fluttering sound above, but she still couldn't see anything. Still, as she looked around at the forest all around her, with the sun having disappeared behind a cloud, she felt certain that she was being watched.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Two
 
   Today
 
    
 
   “Welcome to hell,” Paula muttered as she stopped, just past customs, and stared at the bustling arrivals hall ahead. “The deadest, most boring place in the whole world. And everyone's carrying... skis.” She said that last word with particular disdain, as if it shook her to the core of her soul.
 
   “Come on,” her father said, stopping behind her and putting a hand on her shoulder, “I think you should try to be a little more positive about the whole thing. It's a fresh start for both of us!”
 
   “I know,” she replied, slipping away and stepping forward, weighed down by her two backpacks but refusing to let him see that they were too heavy. “Still... I'm all for fresh starts and that kind of thing, but did you really have to move us a thousand miles north? I mean, what is there in Norway, really? There's nothing here except snow and moose poo.”
 
   “There's only snow in winter,” he pointed out.
 
   “And what is it now?”
 
   “It's winter, but when summer comes, the climate should really pick up.”
 
   “I saw the snow from the plane as we came in to land,” she told him. “Have I told you my feelings about snow before? About how much I hate it? It's even worse than sand!”
 
   “Well, as long as you're facing things in the right spirit -”
 
   “What spirit?” she asked, turning to him. “There's no spirit that can possibly make this any better! I don't know anyone in Norway and neither do you! You've just uprooted us from our actual lives in London and moved us to a place where the temperature won't rise above freezing for another four months, and where we'll only get a few hours' worth of light each day, and where we don't know the language, and where everything costs twice what it costs back home! And based on what? A whim!”
 
   “It's not a whim -”
 
   “That's right,” she continued, really warming to her theme now. “It's a farm. You've actually gone and bought a farm.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “In Norway.”
 
   “As I've explained -”
 
   “And how much experience do you have with farming?”
 
   “None, but -”
 
   “And how much Norwegian do you speak?”
 
   “Barely a word. Yet.”
 
   “But hey,” she continued, as the sarcasm built in her voice, “why let that stop you? I mean, it's only our lives you're playing with here, right? It's not like anything important is on the line. If it all goes to hell and you lose everything, we can just rot in a ditch somewhere and get eaten by a moose. No biggie.”
 
   “Don't you think you're being a little over-dramatic?”
 
   “I've earned that right,” she scowled. “Big time.”
 
   “You just have to see this move the way I see it,” he continued, stepping toward her and trying to put a hand on her shoulder again, before she pulled away. “It's a challenge.”
 
   “You're a challenge,” she muttered.
 
   “Don't judge the move too soon,” he told her. “You've never even set foot on a farm before, have you?”
 
   “Neither have you, father. That's my point, you're not farmer material! You've spent your entire life to date running a printing company! Paper, ink, cardboard, that's the kind of thing you know how to deal with. And then what happened? You read an article in some stupid magazine about organic farming, and you decided to have a goddamn midlife crisis and buy a farm in Norway! No offense, but what the hell do you know about taking over and running a farm?”
 
   “Absolutely nothing,” he said with a smile, “and that's why this is going to be such an adventure. Life is about testing yourself from time to time, and as you so eloquently put it, this is one hell of a test. We're going to learn things about ourselves, about how we stack up under adversity, that we could never have learned in our old, safe lives back home. Now let's get moving. I told the estate agent we'd pick up the keys before three.”
 
   As her father pulled his two suitcases past her, heading for the exit and the Gardermoen taxi rank, Paula couldn't help but sigh. She knew she was giving him way too hard a ride, and that her bitchiest side was showing through, but at the same time she was worried. Despite his long history of hare-brained schemes, her father had never before done something so utterly insane as moving the pair of them to another country, and she was certain he'd bitten off more than he could chew. And this time, she wasn't sure she could help him when he inevitably hit trouble.
 
   “Please God,” she whispered, as she headed after him, “let him change his mind and move us back to London. Let him see that this entire thing is ridiculous.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Wow!” John Ridley said a few hours later, as he and Paula stood shivering outside the farmhouse and surveyed the vast snow-covered field that ran all the way to the distant train-line. “Don't you just think this entire thing is... wonderful? And exhilarating?”
 
   “Dad...”
 
   “Norway. The land of Vikings and ancient gods and...” He paused, as if he was struggling to come up with anything else. “The Nobel prize. Thick jumpers. Am I forgetting anything?”
 
   “Yes. You're forgetting your sanity.”
 
   “And salty meat,” he continued. “I can't wait to try the salty meat.”
 
   Wearing sunglasses to protect her eyes from the vast white swathes of sunlit snow, Paula couldn't deny that the sight was remarkable. It was hard to believe that thanks to selling his printing company, her father had been able to afford not only a farmhouse and a barn, but also a whole load of farming equipment and a huge field, and – so he told her – several other fields nearby. If the proposition wasn't so insane, it might actually be impressive, but she didn't want to admit that, not yet. She was still hoping that he'd realize his colossal mistake and book them both on the first flight back to London.
 
   “Breathe in that air,” he continued. “Forget your old London air, Paula. This is real, countryside air.”
 
   “It hurts to breathe in. The temperature is, like, minus a hundred.”
 
   “It's minus twenty-five,” he told her. “I've told you a million times not to exaggerate.”
 
   “Great,” she muttered, taking a cautious sniff. “I guess it's a little fresher.”
 
   “It's better for you. Less crap in your lungs.”
 
   “I liked the air in London.”
 
   “It was full of smog.”
 
   “I like smog.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yes. I happen to like smog a lot. I was born and raised in London, remember? It's still my home and it always will be.” She sighed. “I miss the smog already. I should have brought some in a bottle.”
 
   “Now you're just being facetious.”
 
   “How the hell did you even afford all of this?” she asked, taking a step forward before almost slipping on the ice; just about managing to stay upright, she turned to him. “I mean, isn't Norway supposed to be super-expensive, even compared to Britain?” She turned and looked over at the huge barn, with its wooden door hanging by a single hinge, before turning back to her father. “No way you made enough just by selling the company, not to buy an entire goddamn farm!”
 
   “I got a good deal.”
 
   “And how did you manage that?”
 
   “I'm a smooth-talker, remember?”
 
   “You're not a smooth-talker,” she replied dourly, as her teeth continued to chatter a little, “and anyway, you don't speak a word of Norwegian. Out with it, Dad, what's wrong with this place? No offense, but why was it so cheap that you could afford it? Is it falling apart? Is it on condemned land? It's not radioactive, is it? Did someone dump nuclear waste here?”
 
   “Paula...”
 
   “Something,” she said firmly, “is wrong with it. I want to know what.”
 
   Forcing a faint smile, he seemed on the verge of an answer, but something was clearly holding him back. With every second that passed, it became increasingly apparent that he was hiding something.
 
   “Spill, Dad.”
 
   “It has a slight... history.”
 
   “Go on.”
 
   “Certain things made it... unattractive to local buyers.”
 
   “Go on.”
 
   “Something happened here a long, long, long time ago, that's all. Something...” He paused, as if he was trying to navigate his way through various ways of massaging the truth. “To be honest, it was something a little unpleasant, and you know what people are like. They get superstitious and then, Bob's your uncle, the market value of the place drops a little. It's crazy, really.”
 
   “How much did it drop?”
 
   “Enough.”
 
   “How much?”
 
   “About two thirds.”
 
   She raised a skeptical eyebrow.
 
   “Good deal, huh?” he continued.
 
   “So what happened here?” she asked. “Come on, you know I'll find out anyway as soon as we get the internet up and running. Why did no-one else want to buy this place?”
 
   “Well, it's just... Some girls...”
 
   She waited for him to finish. “Some girls... what?”
 
   “It was a little iffy.”
 
   “Tell me!”
 
   He paused. “If you must know, three sisters were murdered here.”
 
   Staring at him, her eyes widened with shock.
 
   “But that was more than twenty years ago,” he added hurriedly, keen to keep her from panicking, “so it's all water under the bridge, and you really mustn't think that there's any reason to be scared of the place today.”
 
   He waited for her to reply.
 
   “Paula?”
 
   He waited again.
 
   “Sweetie? Can you... say something?”
 
   Silence.
 
   “Awesome,” she replied finally.
 
   He opened his mouth to ask what she meant, but at the last moment he held back. “Right,” he muttered, unable to hide his confusion at the sudden change in her attitude.
 
   “How did they die?” she asked, taking off her sunglasses to reveal eyes alight with curiosity. “Were their throats slit? Did they get their guts ripped out and hung like stockings from the trees? That would look so cool in the snow, with all the blood just dripping down!”
 
   “Um, no, actually. I think they died during the summer.”
 
   “This is amazing,” she continued, looking over at the white, wooden farmhouse. “Three girls were slaughtered here, right here at our new home? That is the first mildly interesting thing I've learned since we landed.”
 
   “They weren't slaughtered. They were murdered.”
 
   “Same difference.”
 
   “Not quite.”
 
   “You know what I mean.” Stepping toward the farmhouse, she stared up at the windows before turning back to her father. “Okay,” she told him. “At least I have something to look into while I wait for you to admit this is a huge mistake. I need all the details. I need to know their names, I need to know exactly where they died, which rooms, and how it happened, and who did it, and how much blood there was, and whether they were tortured, and whether there were witnesses, and a million other things! How old were they? Where were their parents at the time?”
 
   “Paula -”
 
   “For my investigation.”
 
   “I'm sorry?”
 
   “I'm gonna look into it,” she continued. “You know I'm into ghosts and stuff like that. Were the murders unsolved? Please say they were unsolved.”
 
   “They were solved. I think so, anyway. The deaths were linked to the activities of a killer who operated in the area at the time.”
 
   “They have serial killers in Norway?” she asked. “That's kind of cool. Why didn't you tell me all this stuff sooner? I might have actually enjoyed the flight! Instead you kept going on about the outdoors and skiing and all that crap!”
 
   “Well -”
 
   “I'm going to go check inside,” she continued, hurrying past him and tramping through the snow as she headed toward the house, “but tonight you have to tell me everything you know, okay? And you have to get the internet fixed as soon as possible, 'cause I need to do some online research. If three girls were really murdered here, there have to be ghosts! It's, like, the only logical thing!”
 
   “And that's good, is it?”
 
   “It's awesome,” she said, making her way across the patch of grass between the barn and the farmhouse. Stopping, she looked up at the windows, and she couldn't help but imagine strange specters and ghostly presences drifting through the rooms. Having seen almost every horror film ever made, she was fully-versed on all the latest theories about ghosts, and the chance to put some of those theories to the test was too good to pass up.
 
   “Ghosts are real,” she whispered, “and I'm going to prove it.”
 
   “I'm going to poke around!” her father called out. “I want to see what we've got here!”
 
   Ignoring him, Paula made her way onto the wooden porch and then through the door, heading into the farmhouse. She still hated the idea of moving to a Norwegian farm, but at least now she'd found something to fill her time. She knew her father would give up and move them back to London fairly soon, so she figured she just had to ride it out. Stopping in the hallway, she looked around at the bare wooden walls and tried to imagine three little girls being horribly butchered in such a place.
 
   “Hello?” she called out. “Anyone here?”
 
   She waited.
 
   Silence.
 
   “I'll find you,” she whispered. “If you're here, I'll make you show yourselves somehow.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Three
 
   1979
 
    
 
   Sara had no idea how long she'd been following the slowly-drifting body, but she figured it must have been at least two hours. The walking wasn't a problem, though; the problem was that she didn't much like the idea of a dead person in the river, and she was starting to worry that maybe Kari would never ever come back for her.
 
   Since the body was floating along so slowly, she found herself regularly getting too far ahead and having to stop for a little while so that it'd catch up. Reaching the river's next bend, she turned and saw that the body was bumping along past a patch of mud, but of course it refused to get stuck, which would be by far the most convenient thing. Instead, it simply continued to drift, finally reaching Sara and then floating on past.
 
   “Just stop,” she muttered, trying not to let her frustration bubble over. “You were stuck before, why can't you get stuck again?”
 
   Turning, she looked back the way she'd come. Late afternoon sunlight was filtering through the tall pines, leaving long shadows that seemed to reach down the hill toward the river like scores of shaded fingers. Apart from the distant rustle of the treetops, the only sound came from Sara herself as she sighed, before she realized that she should probably check to see if anyone was coming back for her.
 
   “Kari!” she shouted, cupping her hands around her mouth for extra volume. “I'm over here! Kari!”
 
   She waited, hoping against hope for a response.
 
   Silence.
 
   “What's taking you so long?” she whined, figuring that the run back to the farm shouldn't have taken any longer than thirty minutes.
 
   Glancing over her shoulder, she suddenly panicked as she realized she could no longer see the body, but when she ran to the river's next bend she saw to her relief that all was in order, and that the corpse was just bumping along with the current as usual.
 
   “This stinks,” she muttered, resuming her walk. “I bet -”
 
   Stopping suddenly, she saw something dark on the riverbank up ahead, with flies buzzing around what appeared to be the corpse of a small animal. Taking a few cautious steps forward, she peered at the remains and saw sections of bone sticking out from a mass of torn flesh and fur. Edging even closer, she gasped as she realized that the fur was dark brown and that the corpse had most likely belonged to a baby deer; its head was poking out to one side, with a dead, beady black eye staring toward the river. Sara looked around, but there was no sign of any other deer, so she stepped closer and scrunched her nose as she saw that flies were crawling all over the carcass, no doubt laying their horrible little eggs that would eventually turn into maggots.
 
   “Gross,” she whispered, before turning to watch as the dead man floated on past. For a moment, she realized that the parts of him she couldn't see – his face, his torso, most of the front of his body and the bits under his clothes – were probably even more disgusting than the deer, especially since he'd been in the water for a while. Still, she was more certain than ever that his white clothes were exactly like the kind of uniform her mother wore to work at the hospital in Oslo.
 
   She looked back down at the dead deer, and suddenly she realized she could smell something strange. Edging closer, she leaned down, waving away the flies as she got her first proper sniff of death. She knew she should be horrified, of course, but she found the whole process of decomposition to be strangely fascinating, and there was a part of her that actually wanted to take the dead deer home and put it somewhere she could keep an eye on it, so she could note all the different stages as the animal rotted. Still, she was aware that other people thought she was strange, and the last thing she wanted was to give them any more ammunition. She already felt as if, compared to Elizabeth and Kari, she was regarded as the 'weird' member of the family.
 
   Stepping over the deer, she waved more flies away, before glancing at the river and seeing that the corpse was getting ahead again.
 
   “Hey!” she shouted, running to catch up. “Wait for me! Why are you so -”
 
   Hearing a noise nearby, she turned, momentarily hopeful that her sister had finally arrived with help. As she looked around, however, she realized there was no-one in sight, even though she'd definitely heard footsteps for a few seconds, trampling through the undergrowth.
 
   Slowly, she felt a chilly sensation rising through her body, as the hairs on the back of her neck began to stand up. On and off since being left alone, she'd been getting a strong sensation of being watched, and now that sensation was stronger than ever.
 
   “Hello?” she said cautiously.
 
   Silence.
 
   “Kari?” she continued, taking a step forward before thinking better of it and stopping. “Mamma? Pappa?”
 
   Silence.
 
   “My name's Sara Olesun,” she said, figuring that if there was someone nearby, it had to be someone she knew. After all, not many strangers ever came to the area near her parents' farm. “I live at the Bondalen farm near the Oslo road, I...”
 
   Her voice trailed off.
 
   Silence.
 
   And then suddenly the sound of a twig snapping behind her.
 
   Turning, she expected to see a figure, but there was still no-one around, even though...
 
   “Hello?” she said again, suddenly aware that the sunlight seemed to have dimmed slightly, making everything seem a shade darker. “I know someone's here,” she continued, watching the nearby trees, convinced that she'd see movement at any moment. “I'm friendly. If you want to come out, it's okay. If you're lost, maybe I can help.”
 
   She waited.
 
   After a moment, she heard the treetops rustling again, and as she looked up she realized she could hear wings beating again. Still, there was no sign of the eagle – or whatever it was – that she'd been hearing intermittently for the past few hours.
 
   “Are you following me?” she whispered, still staring up before suddenly realizing that she'd forgotten all about the body in the river.
 
   Looking at the water, she saw that the body was gone again. She hurried along the riverbank, but there was still no sign of the corpse when she got to the next turn so she ran on, starting to panic at the thought that maybe Kari would come back soon and be angry at her for losing the corpse. Fortunately, when she reached the next turn, she saw that the body was still floating along, not going any faster or slower than before, just bobbing gently with the current.
 
   “I wish you'd slow down,” she muttered, before turning to look back along the path. There was still no sign of anyone, but she figured maybe someone had simply been passing through and hadn't wanted to talk. After all, there were a few quiet, solitary people living in the area, and she knew that some of them preferred not to say hello unless they were really backed into a corner. Some people, she'd worked out, were just strange and liked to keep themselves to themselves forever and ever.
 
   Sighing, she turned to follow the body again, only to find that someone was standing right behind her. Looking up at the man's face, her eyes widened in horror.
 
   Later, people claimed to have heard Sara Olesun's scream from as far away as the town of Widmo, several miles to the south.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Four
 
   Today
 
    
 
   “Awesome sauce,” Paula muttered, standing at the top of the stairs and looking around at the various doors, some of which were open and some of which were closed. “Plenty of room for ghosts.”
 
   She paused for a moment, listening to the silence. A few seconds later, she heard a faint banging outside. Hurrying to the window, she looked out and saw her father opening the huge wooden doors at the top of the barn, which was split into three distinct levels. Figuring that he was busy exploring rusty old farming equipment, she turned and looked back across the landing for a moment. The house was still cold, and her father seemed to have forgotten his promise to get one of the wood-burning stoves up and running, so Paula could see her breath every time she exhaled.
 
   “Hello?” she whispered.
 
   Nothing.
 
   Not even a hint of a presence.
 
   “Is anyone here?” she continued, daring to speak a little more loudly. “My name is Paula Ridley and if there's anyone here from the spirit world, I'd love the chance to meet you.”
 
   She waited.
 
   Suddenly she felt a little stupid, as if she needed to try a more subtle approach. Taking her phone from her pocket, she brought up the ghost-hunting app she'd downloaded a few minutes earlier, and then raised the phone. The app was overlaying various readings on the screen as the camera tracked across the landing, although Paula was starting to think that she'd wasted forty-nine krone.
 
   “Don't be afraid to let me know you're here,” she continued, making her way to one of the doors and looking into a large, wooden-walled room with a few of her father's items already stacked in the corner. She gave the app another chance, before sticking her phone back into her pocket. “I'm cool with ghosts and stuff. Maybe keep out of my father's way, but I for one would welcome the chance to commune with anyone who's around. I could be the first person in the world who proves beyond doubt that ghosts exist.”
 
   She paused, hoping against hope that she might feel some hint of a presence, but there was nothing.
 
   “Please,” she whispered, “please let ghosts exist.”
 
   Turning, she headed across the landing and looked into the other rooms, before making her way to the one closed door she hadn't tried yet. Pushing it open, she found that it led into another bedroom that was noticeably smaller than the others. The air was even colder in there too, but she figured that was just because the door had been left shut. Heading over to the window, she looked out and saw that her father had already pulled some kind of rusty contraption out of the barn's upper level. She couldn't help but smile at his enthusiasm, even though she knew he was in over his head. She'd never had him pegged as a dreamer, at least not on this level, but there he was, pursuing some random desire to run a farm and become self-sufficient.
 
   Despite the snow.
 
   Despite the language barrier.
 
   Despite the fact that he only had experience with desks and pens.
 
   “You lunatic,” she muttered, watching as he grabbed a shovel and began to dig a path away from the barn doors. “Do you have any idea how crazy you are? If Mum could see you now...”
 
   She paused, feeling a shiver run through her body. She'd avoided saying the word Mum for so long, it sounded strange now, coming from her lips.
 
   Heading back out of the room, she made her way to the top of the stairs, only to stop as she heard a faint bump from somewhere over her shoulder. Turning, she looked toward the narrow room and saw that there was something small and rectangular on the floor. She was certain it hadn't been there a moment ago, and when she went to investigate she found that it was a tattered little notebook, its pages warped as if it had been wet once but had since dried. Picking the book up, she found that some of the pages were stuck together, but she was able to peel enough apart to see lots of handwritten text. Everything was in Norwegian, of course, so she couldn't understand a word of it, but there was something strangely beautiful about the swooping handwriting.
 
   “Jeg... hater...” she began to read, pronouncing the words phonetically, “or varer... so... kald.”
 
   She had no idea what that sentence meant, of course, although she knew 'jeg' meant 'I' and she guessed that 'kald' meant 'cold'.
 
   “Hey.”
 
   Almost jumping out of her skin, she dropped the book and turned to see her father standing in the doorway.
 
   “Jumpy, much?” he said with a smile as she picked the book back up. “What have you got there?”
 
   “Nothing.” She paused. “I found it. It's mine.”
 
   Stepping over to her, he took the book and turned it around in his hands, before passing it back, clearly figuring that it was unimportant.
 
   “Great. Congratulations.”
 
   “I need to learn Norwegian so I can read it,” she explained, opening the book so he could see the handwriting again.
 
   “No,” he replied, “you need to learn Norwegian so you can go to school and interact with the people in this community, and actually build a life for yourself here. Being able to read some dusty old notebook is really just a side-benefit.”
 
   “Can't I be home-schooled?”
 
   “Ha!” he replied, patting her on the back. “You're funny.”
 
   “I mean it. Please? I don't want to go to some crumby Norwegian school. I don't speak the language, so -”
 
   “I already spoke to the teachers. You're going to have special dispensation while you catch up. I told them you're smart, plus you've been listening to those CDs I gave you a while back, haven't you?” He waited for an answer. “Haven't you?”
 
   “It'd be much easier if I was home-schooled,” she replied, dodging the question.
 
   “It wouldn't be easier for me,” he replied, turning and heading back out to the landing. “You'd drive me nuts.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “I'm going to the supermarket. Wanna come? We can try some authentic Norwegian food. I've heard about this thing they do with a sheep's head.”
 
   “Another time.” Flicking to the next page in the notebook, she saw a line that actually seemed to make sense. “Hey, when did you say the last owners left this place? You know, the ones whose kids were horribly mutilated and murdered?”
 
   “I'm not certain,” he replied, turning to her, “but I think it was 1979, right after... Well, the parents moved out after the three children died. As you would.”
 
   “So why does this notebook have entries from January of last year?” She held the book up for him to see.
 
   “Beats me,” he said with a shrug. “I'm sure there's a perfectly normal explanation.”
 
   “But the house was sealed shut, wasn't it? You told me that.”
 
   “There are a million ways for some random notebook to end up in here,” she told her. “Not everything has to be some big mystery.”
 
   “Huh.” Looking through the book some more, she found pages filled with crude, hand-drawn maps of the local area, apparently showing a route, and after a moment she noticed a hint of red, stained into some of the pages, almost like blood. “I really need to -”
 
   Before she could finish, she heard her father's footsteps on the creaking stairs, and she realized he was already heading off. She waited, listening to him downstairs, and finally she heard him going outside. Making her way to the window, she watched from up-high as he walked across the yard, almost slipping on several areas of ice as he headed for the street and the supermarket they'd passed on the drive from the airport. She watched until he disappeared from view, and then she turned to look back over at the narrow room where she'd found the notebook.
 
   “I'm going to read this,” she said out loud, glancing back down at the pages and then turning to the front, where she saw a scribbled line of text that she figured had to be a name. “Margit Lin Tessem,” she whispered. “What's your diary doing here, Margit Lin Tessem?”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Five
 
   1979
 
    
 
   “I told her to follow the body,” Kari replied as they hurried along the riverbank. “I thought she could at least manage that without getting into trouble!”
 
   “She's just a child,” her older sister Elizabeth muttered. “What the hell were you thinking leaving her alone?”
 
   “It's not my fault!”
 
   “Then where is she?” Elizabeth asked, stopping at the river's bend and looking around for a moment. “Sara!” she shouted at the top of her voice. “Sara, if you can hear us, shout back!” She waited for a moment. “Sara!”
 
   “It's not my fault,” Kari said again, with tears in her eyes. “Do you... Do you think she's okay? I mean, she has to be okay, doesn't she? God, it's just like her to get me into trouble like this!”
 
   “She didn't sound okay,” Elizabeth continued, heading along the riverbank with Kari keeping pace just behind. “People don't scream if they're okay.”
 
   “Yes, but Sara's a little coward. She probably just got startled by a frog or something.”
 
   “You don't really think that.”
 
   “Well what else could it be?”
 
   “I don't want to think about that,” Elizabeth replied, glancing down at the river. “I don't get how much further it could have drifted. Something isn't right here.”
 
   “It's not my fault,” Kari said yet again.
 
   “Stop saying that over and over. No-one cares whose fault it is right now, only -” Stopping suddenly, she saw a shape in the water up ahead, drifting along with the current. “Is that it?”
 
   “Sara!” Kari shouted, hurrying ahead. “Where the hell are you, you little idiot?”
 
   Making her way along the riverbank until she reached the human corpse floating in the river, Elizabeth stared for a moment, utterly shocked by the sight but also fascinated. Finally, realizing that she had to do something, she looked around until she spotted a long branch on the ground and, picking it up, she used it to nudge the body and try to steer it toward land.
 
   “What are you doing?” Kari asked cautiously.
 
   “I'm bringing it to the shore so we can take a closer look and stop it floating any further. You know, maybe that's something you could have done earlier, instead of leaving Sara behind.” She struggled for a moment to steer the body, before finally managing to get the end of the branch hooked through part of the dead man's clothing.
 
   “I don't want to see it,” Kari said nervously.
 
   “Then look away.”
 
   Turning, Kari looked around at the tall pine trees for a moment. “Sara!” she shouted, her voice betraying an increasing sense of desperation. “Do you think she just went home? Maybe she got scared? You know what she's like, she can be really dumb sometimes, so she probably just decided she wanted to go and play somewhere. She's totally selfish sometimes, even for an eight-year-old.”
 
   “Then why did she scream?”
 
   “To get me into trouble. She's probably watching us right now, laughing.”
 
   “She's a kid,” Elizabeth pointed out as she used the branch to pull the body to the side of the river, finally wedging it against a mud-bank. “She's not out to get you, for God's sake.” Dropping the branch, she clambered down and took a closer look at the corpse, and as she moved around to the other side she let out a gasp as she saw its bloated, discolored face.
 
   “Who is it?” Kari asked.
 
   “I don't know,” Elizabeth replied, taking a series of deep breaths in a bid to stay calm. “He's wearing some kind of uniform, though. It's a little bit like Mamma's from the hospital. Maybe that's where this guy works.”
 
   “There's no hospital around here, though, is there?”
 
   “Only that leper place. Maybe that's where he's from.”
 
   “So...” Kari paused. “So maybe he just got drunk and fell in, and drowned?”
 
   Elizabeth shook her head.
 
   “It's possible,” Kari stammered. “You know what people are like, sometimes they drink too much and then they end up doing stupid things. For all you know, he had a heart attack and just fell into the water, and there's really nothing more suspicious than that.”
 
   “Sure,” Elizabeth replied, “but then how did he end up with his throat cut?”
 
   Kari paused again. “His... throat?”
 
   “From ear to ear,” Elizabeth continued, crouching down to take a closer look. “Come and see for yourself if you don't believe me. The flesh is really torn in places, as if something rough was used.”
 
   Kari shook her head.
 
   “He's been in the water for a while, too,” Elizabeth added. “He must have been to look like this. Maybe he was dumped somewhere and when it rained yesterday, he came loose and started to drift.” Taking another stick from the forest floor, she used one end to gently poke the dead man's shoulder, although she pulled back as soon as she felt the skin burst beneath his shirt, as if it was even more rotten than it appeared.
 
   “This is gross,” Kari said, taking a step back.
 
   “It's actually quite interesting,” Elizabeth continued, before turning to her sister. “And sad, obviously. It's very sad too. But it's interesting to think about.” Getting to her feet, she looked toward the trees, before cupping her hands around her mouth and shouting: “Sara! Where are you?”
 
   “You've got mud on your dress,” Kari pointed out.
 
   “So?” She stepped away from the body for a moment and waited for some hint of their younger sister's presence. “You shouldn't have left her out here. She's too young.”
 
   “I'm sorry,” Kari continued, “but I thought it was the best thing.”
 
   “You should have stayed to watch the body, and sent her back.”
 
   “It's not my fault that she's a little idiot who can't follow simple instructions.”
 
   Stepping forward, Elizabeth looked around, still hoping to see Sara running toward them. “You were supposed to look after her.”
 
   “She's okay, though,” Kari continued. “I mean, she has to be. She's stupid, but she's not that stupid. She was only supposed to keep track of the body so we could find it again when I came back with help. If she'd followed my instructions, she'd be right here.”
 
   “I know,” Elizabeth replied, “but -”
 
   Stopping suddenly, she listened to the sound of the forest.
 
   “Did you hear something?” she asked.
 
   Kari shook her head.
 
   “I thought... Never mind,” Elizabeth replied, turning to her. “We have to get help. It'll be dark soon, we have to find Sara before then.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   A couple of hours later, the two sisters stood and watched as three local men struggled to get the sloppy, waterlogged body onto a stretcher. The job was made harder by the fact that parts of the body had begun to rot, causing pieces of skin to start sloughing away from the bone, and eventually the whole corpse just seemed to come apart. Finally they got the body onto the stretcher in half a dozen separate chunks.
 
   “That is so disgusting,” Kari said, barely able to look but unable to turn away for too long.
 
   “It's just science,” Elizabeth said calmly, watching as a sheet was placed over the corpse. “It's natural.”
 
   “It's not natural, it's disgusting!”
 
   “They can be the same thing. Death's never pretty.” Turning, she look up the hill and saw several more men walking between the trees, looking for anything that might give a clue as to what had happened to the dead man. Frowning, she turned to the police inspector, Dybendal, who so far seemed more interested in his cigarettes than in the case at hand. “You're looking in the wrong place.”
 
   “Excuse me?” he asked, raising a dubious eyebrow as he took a drag on his latest cigarette.
 
   “Just because this is where we found him, that doesn't mean this is where he was killed,” she pointed out. “You need to go back against the current of the river and work out where he was dumped. That's where you might find some kind of clue.
 
   “Huh.” He took another drag, clearly unimpressed by her suggestion. “How old are you, exactly?”
 
   “Eighteen, Sir.”
 
   “Eighteen. Well, I'm forty-eight, and I've been doing this kind of thing for quite a while, so I think I'll stick to my way, alright? Now instead of bothering me, why don't you run along home and see if your parents need help with a few chores?”
 
   “My sister can show you where they first found the body,” Elizabeth continued. “It really shouldn't be that hard to -”
 
   “Alright, alright,” he replied, waving his hand at her dismissively as he blew smoke in her general direction, “hint taken, now get lost.” Dropping the cigarette, he used the heel of his shoe to stamp it out before glancing at her with a smile. “Don't want you contaminating the crime scene, do we?”
 
   “We still need to find our sister,” Elizabeth pointed out.
 
   “Then go and find her. She's obviously not here, is she?” He smiled. “I mean, I'm pretty sure we'd have noticed her by now.”
 
   “What if something has happened to her? We heard a scream!”
 
   “You don't know it was her, though. Could have been anyone, probably just some local kids messing about.”
 
   “She might be in danger!”
 
   He sighed. “How long's it been since you last saw her?”
 
   “Kari saw her about four hours ago.”
 
   “Four hours?” He sniffed dismissively. “That's nothing. You know what kids are like, they're always running off. If she's not back by nightfall, let me know.”
 
   “But by nightfall it'll be too -”
 
   “I've got a job to do,” he added, pushing past her and heading between the trees, as the stretcher was carried past. “Resources are stretched,” he called back to them, “and we have an unofficial rule of one investigation at a time round these parts. A body in the river has higher priority than a missing girl any day.” With that, he began to make his way up the steep incline toward the trees, although he was clearly struggling with the unexpected exercise.
 
   “We have to find Sara,” Elizabeth whispered, looking both ways along the path that led along the riverbank. “Where would she have gone? What could have made her run off like this?”
 
   “Maybe she was scared?” Kari suggested.
 
   “In which case she'd either have stayed here to wait for us, or she'd have come back home along the path we took. Either way, we'd have come across her by now.”
 
   “Then -”
 
   “Something's happened,” Elizabeth continued, with a sense of panic starting to rise through her chest. “This isn't like her.” She turned to Kari. “We have to split up. You go back the way we came, I'll go on ahead.”
 
   “We should stay together.”
 
   “We need to cover more ground.”
 
   “What if Mamma and Pappa -”
 
   “We need to find her,” Elizabeth said firmly. “It'll get cold at night, and dark. If she's still out here then, she might get sick.”
 
   “But I don't...” Kari paused, not wanting to admit that she was scared. “I mean, maybe we should work together, just in case. You know?”
 
   Sighing, Elizabeth realized that there was no way she was going to be able to organize things her preferred way. “Come with me, then,” she said, turning and starting to make her way along the path. “We'll go as far as the fork half a mile along, and if we don't find her by then, we'll turn back. She wouldn't have gone any further than that.”
 
   “I'm going to kill her when we find her,” Kari continued, as she followed her sister. “I gave her specific instructions and she -”
 
   “Stop!” Elizabeth said suddenly, holding a hand out. “Do you hear that?”
 
   Stopping, Kari listened, but all she heard was the sound of men talking in the distance, and leaves being trampled underfoot, and... Suddenly, she realized that she could hear something else: a kind of low, whimpering sob, coming from the tall grass just a few meters away from the path. Somehow, deep down, she instantly knew that it was her little sister.
 
   “Sara?” Elizabeth called out, hurrying toward the source of the sound. “Sara, are you -”
 
   Pulling some of the grass aside, she gasped as she saw Sara curled up in a ball, as if she was trying to make herself as small as possible while tears streamed down her terrified face. Her whole body was trembling, and there were scratches all over her flesh, deep scratches that had spilled enough blood to dribble down in thick red lines that eventually dripped onto the leaves and mud.
 
   “Oh my God,” Elizabeth continued, kneeling down and putting a hand on Sara's shoulder. “What happened to you?”
 
   Staring back up at her sister, Sara tried to say something, but she was trembling too much to get any words out.
 
   “Here,” Elizabeth said, taking a handkerchief from her pocket and using it to wipe tears and mucus from Sara's face. “Can you sit up? Please? Or does it hurt too much?” Turning, she saw the men already walking away with the body, evidently thinking that their work was done for the day. “Over here!” she shouted. “We found her!”
 
   Dybendal, having already started another cigarette, turned to look toward her, but he showed no sign that he understood the urgency of the situation.
 
   “Get over here!” Elizabeth screamed. “Now!”
 
   “What happened?” Kari asked, kneeling on the forest floor. “Sara, you have to tell us! Was someone here? Did they hurt you?”
 
   Looking past her sisters, Sara seemed worried about the sound of approaching footsteps.
 
   “It's just some men from town,” Elizabeth reassured her, reaching down and slowly lifting Sara up. “You're safe, there's nothing to worry about, you -” Pausing, she saw to her horror that some of Sara's clothes were torn, while there was a large bruise starting to form around her left eye. “My God,” she continued, pulling the little girl closer and wrapping her arms around her trembling body. “Whatever happened to you?”
 
   “I saw him,” Sara blurted out, her voice shaking with fear.
 
   “Who?” Elizabeth asked, sharing a concerned glance with Kari. “Who did you see, Sara? The body in the river, is that who you saw?”
 
   Sara shook her head.
 
   “Then who was it? Who did this to you?”
 
   “I saw him,” the little girl whimpered again as several shocked men reached the scene, with Dybendal huffing and puffing as he tried to catch up. “He was right here. He talked to me, he... He told me things. Things I didn't want to hear, but he told me anyway.”
 
   “Who?” Elizabeth asked. “Please, Sara, who was it?”
 
   She waited for a moment.
 
   “Death,” Sara said finally.
 
   Pausing, Elizabeth pulled back a little way, so she could see her sister's scratched and tear-stained face. “What?”
 
   “I saw Death,” Sara continued, her voice trembling with fear, “and he told me a secret.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Six
 
   Today
 
    
 
   “Sagmoen,” Paula muttered, as she sat in her bare new bedroom and made another mark on a crude, hand-drawn map of the local area, “on the seventh of November...”
 
   Taking a moment to draw a line from one of the other marks, she stared at the map for a moment. For over an hour now, she'd been painstakingly going through the old notebook, page by page, tracing the route that its owner had logged. So far, she could see that Margit Lin Tessem – whoever she was – had made her way north from Oslo, and judging by the speed with which she was covering ground each day, she seemed to have been traveling by foot. Glancing at the dark window and seeing snow blowing past outside, Paula couldn't help but wonder what would have possessed someone to make such a journey in the middle of winter.
 
   Hearing footsteps on the creaking stairs, she looked at the door just in time to see her father heading up to his room.
 
   “It's still freezing,” she called out.
 
   “There's wood in the oven.”
 
   “That's downstairs.”
 
   “And the chimney runs right up through your room,” he replied wearily, stopping by her door. “You're going to have to start putting extra layers on while you get used to the climate here.”
 
   “Get used to the climate?” Setting the notebook down, she wrapped her duvet around her body and climbed off the bed, making her way over to the window. “Have you seen what it's like out there? It's blowing a gale! There's a goddamn blizzard happening!”
 
   “Temperature's minus twenty-one,” he said as he joined her. “The forecast for tomorrow is for more snow.”
 
   “I'm shocked and surprised,” she replied, rolling her eyes.
 
   “There's something beautiful about the whole thing, don't you think?” he continued. “A real sense of the natural world at its finest. Back in London, we used to complain about a spot of rain, but out here you really start to appreciate the awesome challenge we're facing. The natural world is so powerful, it could easily scrub us from the map if it wanted.”
 
   “Did you finish exploring the barn?”
 
   “The top two levels. I didn't go into the bottom section, I'll do that tomorrow.”
 
   “And you think you can run a farm in this kind of weather?”
 
   “No,” he replied, heading to the door, “I think I can run a farm in the spring, when the snow thaws and the weather warms up. Winter is when the farm sleeps, but under all that snow, the soil's recovering, preparing for another summer of work. It's all part of the cycle of life. You'll get used to it.”
 
   “How bloody romantic,” she muttered. Once her father had said goodnight and gone to his room, she got back on the bed and resumed her work with the notebook. Using an app on her phone, she was translating line by line, and since she didn't feel remotely tired yet, she figured she'd just keep going for a little while longer. “Gurendal,” she whispered, reading the next line, “eighth of November...”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Opening her eyes suddenly, Paula sat up with a start and looked around her room. The light was still on, and she could still hear the blizzard outside the window, as wild wind blew snow through the air, but something seemed different. Checking her watch, she saw that it was almost three in the morning, and finally she realized she must have fallen asleep.
 
   She looked down at the notebook and saw that she'd reached the entry for a town called Gro on November twelfth.
 
   “Bloody hell,” she whispered, breathing out and seeing a cloud forming in the air. Reaching across the bed, she put a hand on the section of wall in the corner where the chimney ran up through the house, but there was no heat at all. “Why don't they have central heating in this place?” she continued, shivering in the cold.
 
   With the duvet still wrapped around her body, she climbed off the bed and headed to the window. Outside, snow was still falling, but there was a faint, flashing orange light over by the road, and a moment later a large snowplow drove past, pushing snow to one side as it made its slow, grinding progress through the night.
 
   “That must be the loneliest job in the whole world,” Paula muttered.
 
   Feeling a little bad for the poor snowplow guy, she made her way out onto the dark landing. She could hear her father snoring, so she figured there was no point asking him to go downstairs and get the wood-burning oven back up and running. Turning, she fumbled for the light-switch but, not finding it, she decided to make her way down in the dark. Feeling around carefully for the top of the bannister, she located the stairs, which creaked with each step as she headed down to the kitchen.
 
   “Cold,” she whispered as she set her bare foot on the top step. “So... very... cold...”
 
   A couple of minutes later, still in the dark having not managed to find any of the light-switches, she knelt in front of the wood-burner and opened the door. Grabbing some of the logs her father had brought in, she immediately realized the problem: they were damp, and when she put her hand inside the chamber she felt more logs inside. He'd obviously started a fire, but it had quickly gone out again, leaving the house to freeze.
 
   “Me big man,” she muttered, rearranging the logs in the wood-burner's chamber, “me not even know how to start fire. How me expect to run whole farm?”
 
   Sighing, she looked around for some matches, finally finding them on the nearby table. Grabbing some old pieces of newspaper, she scrunched them up and them placed them in strategic points under the logs, before striking a match and then starting a small fire. Blowing gently on the flames, she figured she had to at least try coaxing a fire into existence, and she vaguely remembered something from an old Bear Grylls documentary about leaving a gap under the wood, in order to feed the flames.
 
   A moment later, she heard a distant creak, as if someone was on the stairs.
 
   “It's me,” she called out with a faint sigh. “I'm just trying to make an actual fire. You know, one that lasts more than five minutes.”
 
   Hearing no response, she rolled her eyes and blew gently on the fire again, since the flames from the burning newspaper were already starting to die down and the damp logs were showing no sign that they might catch light. She knew the whole thing was hopeless, but she wasn't quite ready to give up just yet.
 
   In the distance, the stairs creaked again, this time lower down, closer to the kitchen.
 
   “It's not working very well,” she called out, as her teeth chattered slightly. “Tomorrow, we need to find dry logs and some kind of accelerator, okay? Something to keep the goddamn thing going. And we really, really need the internet up and running, if you can manage that.” Blowing into her hands, she waited for a reply. “Okay, Dad?”
 
   Silence.
 
   And then, finally, another faint creak, this time coming from around the corner in the kitchen.
 
   “What are you, sleepwalking?” she asked with disdain. “We need the internet so we can look stuff up. Like how to start a fire with wet logs, for one thing.”
 
   She waited again.
 
   Silence.
 
   “I'm freezing my ass off here,” she muttered, before hearing yet another creaking floorboard, this time coming from the next room, just around the corner. “I can hear you, you know. We should also get a couple of standalone electric heaters, just for emergencies. You know, practical things that maybe you should already have thought about. Things we didn't need back in our safe, warm, comfortable house in London.”
 
   She waited again for a response, but even though her father seemed to be in the next room, he apparently wasn't in the mood for talking.
 
   “Are you actually sleepwalking?” she asked, blowing on the fire again before getting to her feet and, with the duvet still wrapped around her shoulders, shuffling to the doorway. Looking through into the dark dining room, she found to her surprise that there was no sign of anyone. She reached around, hoping to find one of the elusive light-switches, with no luck.
 
   She paused, puzzled.
 
   “Dad?” she called out.
 
   Silence.
 
   “Dad?” she said again, a little more cautiously this time.
 
   She waited.
 
   The only sound came from outside, as a particularly strong flurry of wind blew snow at the window so hard, it seemed almost as if the glass panes might shatter.
 
   “Must just be the wind,” she muttered, figuring that the old house might creak under such a strong assault. Hearing a whistling sound over her shoulder, she looked back at the wood-burning oven and realized that a gust of wind had blown down the chimney and into the chamber, extinguishing the attempted fire once and for all.
 
   Sighing again, she closed the door on the front of the oven. There was no way she was going to get a fire started, not that night, not with wet logs and just a few matches.
 
   Shuffling back through to the dining room, she made her way toward the kitchen, but at the last moment she stopped as she realized something felt wrong. It was as if, suddenly, the cold air in the room was becoming colder, and the hairs on the back of her neck began to stand up as she felt the whole world around her starting to buzz with a faint but persistent vibration. It was a sensation she'd never felt before, but as she slowly turned and looked back across the dark room she was certain that something was nearby, something that was staring at her.
 
   “Hello?” she whispered.
 
   For a moment, she actually felt as if she might see something, or receive some kind of reply. Her eyes darted about, watching all the shadows, waiting for some hint of a presence. A few seconds later, she heard a faint creaking sound from above, but when she looked up she realized that it was coming from her father's bedroom, and in the distance she could just about make out the sound of him still snoring.
 
   “Is anyone here?” she asked, looking around the room again, filled with the sense that there was something she was missing, something right in front of her. “Come on, give me a hint.”
 
   She waited.
 
   Nothing.
 
   The sense of a presence, however, was still growing, becoming almost unbearable. She knew she was being watched, but the room seemed empty.
 
   Taking a few cautious steps forward, she looked around, but the only thing she could see moving was her own breath, as each exhalation briefly filled the air before fading away. She turned, watching the darkness, keeping an eye on the shadows, convinced that something was nearby, until finally she felt her heart skip a beat as she saw a small, pale shape pressed against the window from outside.
 
   A hand.
 
   Holding her breath, she waited to realize that she was wrong.
 
   And waited.
 
   After a moment, she took a step to one side, figuring that a different angle would reveal the 'hand' to be something else.
 
   It was still a hand.
 
   As her heart began pounding in her chest, she took another step.
 
   Still a hand.
 
   Most of the window was covered in frost, but in the bottom left corner of the window by the far corner, there was definitely a hand-shape. Feeling her heart starting to go into overdrive, she forced herself to take a step forward. Having always, always wanted to see some kind of ghost, she knew she owed it to herself to stop being a coward and to actually take a closer look.
 
   “It can't hurt you,” she whispered, trying to give herself a little more courage, “it can't do anything.”
 
   She kept expecting the hand to be an illusion, to find as she edged closer that it was a weirdly-shaped leaf or an unusual reflection, but in fact the reverse happened: the closer she got, the more she realized that it was a small, child-sized hand pressed against the glass, with snow still blowing around in the moonlight outside. As she reached the window, Paula slowly knelt on the bare wooden floor and looked more closely at the hand. She kept telling herself that it was just an imprint, that there was no-one actually out there, that it was just a pattern made of ice crystals, but as she leaned closer...
 
   Slowly, she realized that not only could she see her own dark reflection in the windowpane, but she could also see another face, even darker than hers, staring back with large, black holes where its eyes should be.
 
   Suddenly the hand pulled back, leaving a faint impression on the glass, and the face was gone.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Seven
 
   1979
 
    
 
   “I've examined her thoroughly,” Doctor Steiner said quietly as he slipped off a pair of gloves and dropped them into the trash, “and I'm confident that none of her injuries are anything more than superficial. Your parents are sitting with her now.”
 
   “And what about -” Pausing for a moment, Elizabeth seemed reluctant to ask the next question, as tears welled in her eyes. The wood-burning stove was alight in the corner of the dining room, casting a warm, flickering light across her face as she struggled to get the words out. “Did you check... I mean, did you...”
 
   “There's nothing to suggest that anything of that nature was done to her,” he continued. “I performed a cursory examination and determined that there's no need to do anything more invasive. She's already been through more than enough.”
 
   “Thank God,” Elizabeth whispered, looking down at the tissue in her hands. She'd been crying on and off ever since they got home, always using the same tissue, which was now drying in places and falling apart.
 
   “So what did happen?” Kari asked. “Where did all those scratches come from?”
 
   “From these,” the doctor replied, holding up a small thorn. “She caused the scratches herself when she tried to hide in the bushes next to the river. I know that might seem unlikely, but I pulled more than thirty of the damn things out of her skin. The bruise around her eye was caused when she fell.”
 
   “But she said there was someone there,” Kari continued. “She said...” Glancing at Elizabeth, she saw the hint of worry in her sister's expression. “She told us she met someone by the river. She said Death was there.”
 
   At this, the doctor raised a skeptical eyebrow.
 
   “It's what she said,” Kari added. “If you don't believe me, go and ask her yourself!”
 
   “You'd need a psychologist to deal with all of that,” the doctor replied as he closed his briefcase. “I've checked her over physically and she's fine, but when it comes to the mind... Well, that's a whole different area of medicine, at least if you believe all the new techniques people are coming out with these days.” He paused for a moment. “If you ask me, the best thing is to just not dwell on it. Let her rest for tonight, but in the morning you need to get her out of bed and try to make her follow her normal routine. In my experience, it's not good to let the mind get too bogged down. Put her to work, something like that. She doesn't need some new-fangled psychiatrist rooting around in her thoughts, she just needs something to help get her mind off it. She'll be fine.”
 
   “Get her mind off it?” Elizabeth replied incredulously. “What are you talking about? She just went through a traumatic experience!”
 
   “Exactly,” he said, turning and heading to the door, “which is why you need to help her move on, make her see that the world is still turning. Don't let her be one of those people who wallow in their own misfortune. There's nothing wrong with Sara that can't be cured by sunshine and good character. And a dash of good old-fashioned maturity.”
 
   “We need to look for the man she said she met.”
 
   “She probably imagined the whole thing,” he added, glancing back at her. “Seriously, seeing a body in the river just spooked her. There was no other man out there.”
 
   “But -”
 
   “There was no-one.” He paused again. “Don't go spreading silly rumors, girls. You'll only scare people. Try to be a little more grown-up than that.”
 
   As the doctor stopped in the hallway to talk to the girls' parents, Elizabeth turned to Kari and the two girls shared a concerned moment. It was clear they were both thinking the same thing, even if neither of them wanted to be the first to say it out loud.
 
   “That man is an ass,” Elizabeth muttered finally. “Whatever happened to Sara today, we can't ignore it. She said there was someone out there, and I believe her.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Sara? Are you awake?”
 
   Easing the door open, Elizabeth peered through into the dimly-lit room and saw that Sara was on the bed, on her side facing away from the door as a single candle flickered over by the window. The whole scene seemed strangely peaceful, in stark contrast to the sobbing cries of earlier.
 
   “Sara?”
 
   The shape on the bed moved slightly, and finally Sara turned toward the door with a pained, tear-stained face. It was almost as if, in the space of just a few hours, she's aged several years, and some of the childishness had been lost from her eyes.
 
   “Hey,” Elizabeth continued, forcing a smile as she stepped into the room, with Kari just a few paces behind. Elizabeth always took the lead in delicate situations; the girls had never discussed the matter, they'd simply accepted that as the older of the three sisters, she should make all the important decisions, and she'd learned to slip gracefully into that role when necessary. “Doctor Steiner's leaving now. He said he looked at you and that there's nothing too wrong. Physically, at least.”
 
   Pausing for a moment, Sara finally held up her hands to reveal the long, deep scratches in her flesh.
 
   “He said thorns caused that,” Kari said from the doorway.
 
   Sara looked at her trembling hands with a hint of shock, as if she couldn't quite believe what she was seeing.
 
   “You poor thing,” Elizabeth said, hurrying over and sitting on the bed so she could take a closer look. After a moment, she kissed the scratches, although when she looked at Sara's face she realized that the gesture wasn't having its usual, uplifting effect. “Did he give you something for the pain?”
 
   Sara nodded, as another tear trickled down her cheek.
 
   “It must really hurt,” Elizabeth added, tucking some stray strands of hair behind her little sister's ear.
 
   Sara simply stared at her, as if she was afraid to answer.
 
   “You said earlier,” Elizabeth continued cautiously, “that there was someone -”
 
   “No,” Sara replied suddenly.
 
   “I'm sorry?”
 
   “Doctor Steiner told me not to talk about it.”
 
   “He did?”
 
   She nodded. “He told me I need to be a big girl, not a baby. He told me no-one likes a whiner, and that I imagined it, and that there was no-one out there talking to me today.” She paused, but her bottom lip was trembling and tears were still filling her eyes.
 
   Elizabeth looked over at Kari, who was still standing in the doorway, before looking back down at her youngest sister. “Well, I think what Doctor Steiner meant was that you shouldn't talk about it to him. He's a little old-fashioned and I think sometimes feelings make him uncomfortable. But it's okay to talk to us, Sara. We're your sisters, we're always here for you.”
 
   Sara paused. “Is it really okay?”
 
   Elizabeth nodded.
 
   “There was a man,” Sara replied after a moment, still seeming a little wary. “I heard him before I saw him, and I could tell he was watching me, and then suddenly he was standing right behind me.”
 
   “So he was following you?”
 
   “I don't know. Suddenly he was just...” She paused, as if she was replaying the moment in her mind. “Suddenly he was behind me, almost touching me.”
 
   “And that's when you screamed?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “And why did you do that? Did he do anything to you?”
 
   “He...” For a moment, Sara seemed lost in thought once again, before finally she reached up and indicated the left side of her head. “He wasn't all there.”
 
   Elizabeth forced a smile. “What do you mean, sweetheart?”
 
   “I mean his head. It wasn't all there.”
 
   Elizabeth glanced at Kari, who shrugged. “So there was something missing?” she asked, turning back to Sara.
 
   “It was like someone had sliced off a big piece of his head from one side,” Sara continued, “and then sewn it shut.”
 
   “For God's sake,” Kari muttered.
 
   “There were stitches?” Elizabeth asked.
 
   The little girl nodded. “Thick black stitches. Some of them looked like they were coming out.”
 
   “And then what happened?”
 
   “Then he spoke to me. At first he looked sick, so I thought maybe he couldn't speak, like some of the idiots we saw in town that time, but he could speak. It sounded like he was having trouble getting the words out, but eventually he managed it.”
 
   “What did he say?”
 
   Sara swallowed hard. “He told me his name.”
 
   “And what was that?”
 
   “I don't want to say.”
 
   “Go on. It's just between us.”
 
   Sara paused. “Death.”
 
   “He said that?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “He actually told you that his name was Death?”
 
   “He said his name was Death and that he'd come to our valley for a while,” Sara continued. “He said he had something he needed to do, but that he couldn't quite remember what it was, so he was going to wait around for a while until it came back to him. He said it was on the tip of his tongue, and then he stuck his tongue out and asked if I could see it for him.” She paused again. “He said he'd been hurt, but that he was getting better, so that was another reason he couldn't leave yet. I think he was tired. He also said that I'm pretty.”
 
   “But did he...” Elizabeth paused, trying to think of a way to ask the next question tactfully. “What did he do to you, Sara?”
 
   “Do to me?”
 
   “To make you hide?” She waited for an answer. “Did he touch you?”
 
   She shook her head.
 
   “Did he threaten to touch you?”
 
   “He told me things,” she replied. “He warned me, right at the start, that there were things he didn't tell most people, but he said he'd tell me, because he said it was okay for me to know, like... he trusted me and thought that I wouldn't let him down. He said some things are going to happen while he's here in the valley, and no-one can stop it anyway, so...” Her voice trailed off, as if she was trying to decide how much she could reveal. “He kept saying that he couldn't remember what he was supposed to do. I think he was annoyed with himself for forgetting.”
 
   “This is stupid,” Kari said, still standing in the doorway. “You didn't meet Death.”
 
   “I did too,” Sara replied, turning to her.
 
   “You're just dumb.”
 
   “Quiet,” Elizabeth hissed, gesturing for Kari to shut up. “Sara, what exactly did this man tell you?”
 
   “He said...” She paused, fully aware that in all her eight years, she'd never said anything quite so important. “He said more people might die while he's here, if he doesn't remember what he came to do, but that it's okay, because being dead isn't bad at all. He said he killed the man in the river, and he said he's going to kill three more people and then he's going to leave.”
 
   “He said that?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “He confessed to killing the man in the river?”
 
   She nodded again.
 
   “Did he say why he killed him?”
 
   Another nod.
 
   “And why was that?”
 
   “Because the man was following him.”
 
   “What kind of an explanation is that?”
 
   “He said the man was following him and that he didn't like it, so he killed him. He said the man gave him a tattoo a long time ago, and that was another reason he didn't like him. He said not to be sad, because the man was bad and he came from a bad place, and he was one of the people who'd been hurting him. He said he was one of the people who'd stopped him remembering things.”
 
   Elizabeth paused. “Okay. That's... not normal, Sara. You realize that, don't you?”
 
   Sara frowned.
 
   “And these other people he said might die,” Elizabeth continued. “Did he tell you who they are?”
 
   Sara stared at her for a moment, before nodding.
 
   “Who?”
 
   The little girl shook her head.
 
   “What does that mean?” Elizabeth asked.
 
   “It means I don't know.” She paused, as if she was on the verge of saying something else. “I don't know,” she whispered finally, with more tears in her eyes.
 
   “Right.” Taking a deep breath, Elizabeth tried to think of another approach. “Sara, you know the man you met in the forest wasn't Death, don't you?”
 
   “He was.”
 
   “No, he -”
 
   “He was,” she said again. “You didn't see him. He proved it.”
 
   “And how did he do that?”
 
   A faint smile crossed Sara's face, as if she was holding a big, important secret. “He showed me Death's number,” she said finally. “He told me that it was the true number of Death, and that he had it.”
 
   “Sara, what -”
 
   “He showed me!”
 
   “And what was it?” Elizabeth asked with a sigh, starting to lose patience with her sister. “What is the number of Death?”
 
   “I can't tell you. He said someone else had given it to him, but that he'd accepted it now. Then he said he remembered a nurse, and she was very beautiful, but he didn't remember her name.”
 
   “Sara, this is nonsense. If you met anyone at all out there, it was obviously a very dangerous man, maybe some kind of lunatic.”
 
   “It's okay,” Sara continued, “he said no-one would believe me. He told me not to worry, though. He said you'd start to believe me later, when it all comes true. He said it doesn't really matter right now, not until he remembers his original plan, and that no-one can stop him just by not believing. He told me he just needs to remember what he came here for, so he can do it.”
 
   “When what starts to come true?” Elizabeth asked.
 
   “All the things he told me. About the people dying.”
 
   “Sara -”
 
   “I know where he lives, too.”
 
   “Where he lives?”
 
   “He told me where he's camping.”
 
   “Death's camping?” Elizabeth glanced at Kari again, then back at Sara. “Where?”
 
   “I can't tell you. Not either of you.”
 
   “That's not very nice.”
 
   “It's not my fault,” Sara replied. “I just can't. I'm not allowed. He told me it as a secret, and he says he doesn't want anyone to go there. He says he likes this valley and that he's been here before. He says he could keep running, but he's going to stay and try to remember what he came for.”
 
   “And...” Elizabeth paused. “And Death told you all of this?”
 
   Sara nodded.
 
   “Can I talk to you outside?” Kari asked Elizabeth suddenly. “It's urgent.”
 
   “Wait right here,” Elizabeth told Sara as she got off the bed and made her way to the door. “I'll be back up soon with something for you to eat.” As soon as she and Kari were outside on the landing and the door was shut, her tone changed. “I know what you're going to say -”
 
   “She's lost her mind,” Kari replied, not even giving her a chance to finish the sentence. “She's crazy!”
 
   “She's been through a lot.”
 
   “You heard what Doctor Steiner said. He examined her, there's nothing seriously wrong.”
 
   “Not with her body, maybe, but emotionally -”
 
   “Emotionally she just needs a good smack. Or lots of smacks. I know people go on about mental health and all that new stuff, but a few smacks to the side of the head might be quicker.”
 
   Elizabeth stared at her, shocked that her sister could even say such a thing. “I don't think we're going to agree on this,” she replied finally, “so it'd be best to drop the subject. I'll look after Sara until she's well, you don't have to trouble yourself.”
 
   “She doesn't need looking after,” Kari replied, clearly unsettled by recent events. “She needs someone to tell her she's being stupid, and then she needs to not be indulged a moment longer. If you encourage her with this stuff, she's only going to get worse! If you want to help her, you need to drag her out of that bed and put her to work, so she doesn't have time to start feeling sorry for herself.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Still sitting on her bed, Sara could hear their voices outside, arguing. Kari was saying something about the whole thing being ridiculous, and Elizabeth was telling her that they needed to be more patient, and the two of them were basically going back and forth with no sign that either would cede any ground.
 
   Smiling, Sara climbed out of bed and, although her badly-lacerated body was still hurting a little, she limped over to the window and looked out at another warm evening, with the sun starting to dip low in the sky. Her eyes focused on the forest in the distance, and her smile grew as she thought about her new friend sitting at his little campsite, and as she remembered one of the secrets he'd told her:
 
   “More people are going to die in this valley before the week is out,” he'd whispered into her ear. “I can feel it getting stronger. It's going to kill more people soon.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Eight
 
   Today
 
    
 
   “Kids,” her father said as he peered at the window. “You know what they're like. We just received a rather unconventional welcoming committee in the middle of the night, that's all.”
 
   “Kids?” Paula replied, sitting on one of the packing cases as she ate some bread and jam. “Seriously? You think kids were creeping around our house at three in the morning? You think kids put a freaky face at the window and left a hand-print? This is classic ghost activity, and even you can't deny that!”
 
   “Even me?”
 
   “You've always been a skeptic.”
 
   “This is obviously a kid's hand-print,” he continued, tapping at the glass. On the other side, the hand-print was still just about visible, sparkling in the light of the morning sun and already starting to melt away. “Maybe this is traditional around here.” He glanced at her. “You mustn't let this obsession with ghosts become a thing, Paula.”
 
   “A thing, father?”
 
   “I know why you want them to be real. Ever since your mother -”
 
   “That's not why,” she replied, with obvious irritation. “I want ghosts to be real because I like the idea of there being more to the world than just what we see. It's not some kind of weird hang-up to do with what happened to Mum.” She took another mouthful of bread. “You just won't admit what's right in front of your face.”
 
   “A hand-print,” he replied. “That's what's right in front of my face. I'm not denying that someone was out there. It's spooky, but I'm sure there's nothing to worry about. We'll take extra care to look up tonight.”
 
   Rolling her eyes, Paula got to her feet and carried her plate over to join her father at the window. “Okay, Sherlock. Where are the footprints?”
 
   Leaning forward, John looked outside and saw that the snow all around the window was pristine and untouched.
 
   “It snowed all night,” he said cautiously, “so obviously it must have filled in the prints.”
 
   “That's not remotely how it works,” she told him. “There'd still be visible depressions in the snow if someone was out there. It's only been a few hours.”
 
   “So they carefully filled them in.”
 
   “You're not going to admit this, are you?” Paula replied. “No matter how much proof I bring to you, you'll never admit that maybe, just maybe, something spooky happened last night.”
 
   “Get dressed,” he told her, heading over to the door. “You've got an appointment at the local school at lunchtime to meet the teachers and get your schedule for next week.”
 
   “I can't make it,” she replied, staring out at the unblemished snow. “I've got way too much work to do here.”
 
   “What work?”
 
   “Ghost-hunting.”
 
   “There are no ghosts here, Paula.”
 
   “There are, and I'm going to prove it.”
 
   He sighed.
 
   “I'm not scared of ghosts,” she continued. “I'm fascinated by them, and I'm convinced they're real. I'm not talking about taking blurry photos or crappy, low-quality distorted sounds. That kind of stuff is baloney, there's no point. But ghosts are real and I just want to prove it to myself.”
 
   “And this has absolutely nothing to do with your mother?”
 
   At this, she paused, as if his words had shaken her a little.
 
   “Sometimes,” he continued, “you have to accept that the world is just the way that it is. Even if that means accepting bad things, and even if it means...” He paused for a moment. “Even if it means that when people die, they don't get to come back. They just die and they're gone.”
 
   “It's got nothing to do with Mum,” she replied. “Anyway, you're the one who brought us to live in a haunted farmhouse, not me.”
 
   “It's not a haunted farmhouse, Paula. It's a farmhouse, that's all.”
 
   “We'll see,” she told him. “And that's why I don't have time to go to talk to people at the local school. I don't need teachers and I don't need friends, I just want to get on with my work.”
 
   “Tough. And before that, I need you to go to the supermarket for me. I'll write you a list.”
 
   Once she was alone, Paula continued to stare out at the snow for a moment, before looking down at the hand-print. Bright sunshine was catching in the remaining ice crystals, and as she knelt to take a look, she realized she could see the crystals melting away right in front of her eyes. She stayed in place for a few minutes, watching intently as the hand-print finally disappeared completely. Almost as if it had never been there in the first place.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Trudging through the snow, with her father's shopping list in her back pocket, Paula stopped for a moment to look around. She was in the middle of one of the fields her father now owned, on the edge of the forest, having figured that she could take a short-cut to the supermarket and that, besides, it wouldn't matter that much if she was late getting home. Snow was falling, as ever, and she was up to her knees in the goddamn stuff, but at least this time she was wearing waterproof boots and trousers, which – although not exactly stylish – meant that she stayed dry.
 
   “It's a goddamn wasteland,” she muttered, realizing that she could barely see the farm in the distance, since there was so much snow in the air. Blowing for a moment, she watched her breath in the air. “Welcome to the end of the world.”
 
   As she made her way past the edge of the forest and began to head down the hill, she spotted a small shed tucked by the trees. Even from a distance, it was clear that the place was abandoned and dilapidated, and she figured it must be one of the old buildings that her father had mentioned were dotted around the property. Figuring that her legs were already tired from clambering through the snow, she diverted her course a little, heading over to the shed so she could take a few minutes to get out of the snow and wind, and to prepare for the next part of the journey.
 
   Getting closer, she saw that parts of the shed's walls and roof had fallen away, while there was a large, open door on the near end, revealing the darkness within. Long, glistening icicles were hanging down all around the roof, glistening gently in the mid-morning sun, while a few hardy bushes were somehow managing to survive the dead of winter, huddled against the wall. As she reached the shed, however, she noticed that the snow seemed to have already been disturbed, with several sets of bootprints leading away from the door and off into the forest.
 
   Stopping, she listened for a moment, but all she heard was the howling wind.
 
   “Hello?” she called out.
 
   Pushing through more snow, she finally reached the bootprints and began to step into them, which made the remainder of the journey a little easier. Snow had filled in most of the prints, but they were still pronounced and clear as she reached the door and leaned in to take a look at the interior of the shed. As she'd expected, there was nothing inside except dirt and a few broken pieces of wood, although there was plenty of light streaming through the various damaged parts of the roof, and snow had managed to fall through here and there.
 
   Stepping inside, she immediately felt a little better now that she was out of the wind and snow.
 
   “Great, Dad,” she muttered, wandering through the shed. “You've really hit the jackpot here.”
 
   Reaching the other end of the shed, she looked out at the forest and felt a faint shiver running through her chest as she watched the tall pines for a moment, with huge piles of snow between them. The forest seemed to stretch on forever, and she remembered seeing aerial maps online that showed a river running close to the farm. There was so much land to explore, and although the snow made her plans a little difficult to follow through during winter, by the time spring and summer arrived she figured she could really get to know the area. If she hadn't managed to persuade her father to abandon the whole farm idea and return to London, at least. That was still the main plan.
 
   As a blast of wind blew through the doorway, she stepped back. Turning, she spotted something on the floor, glinting in the light, and when she bent down she found that there was an old, rusty knife wedged under a piece of wood. Glancing a little further toward the other end of the barn, she noticed a few burned sticks, and as she looked around she realized that, dotted all over the place, there were little telltale signs that someone had once tried to live in the shed. Glancing down, she realized that the wooden boards beneath her feet were stained a kind of dark red color, which she told herself wasn't blood even though that was what it looked like.
 
   Still, whoever had been living in the shed, they'd clearly been gone for a long time.
 
   Finally, realizing that she needed to get on with her journey to the supermarket, she turned and headed to the door. She braced herself for a moment, before stepping out into the wind and snow, leaving behind the old knife and the floor that had once, long ago, been soaked in blood.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Nine
 
   1979
 
    
 
   “Inspector!” Elizabeth called out, hurrying along the street as she took a detour from her usual route to school. “Wait!”
 
   Stopping up ahead, Inspector Dybendal turned and sighed as soon as he saw her. “What do you want, kid? I'm busy.”
 
   “It's about my sister.”
 
   “You found her, didn't you? Problem solved.”
 
   “Yes, but she's different. She's saying things.”
 
   “Doesn't sound like a police matter.”
 
   “She says she knows who killed the man in the river.”
 
   “Give me a name and address and I'll look into it,” he replied, lighting another cigarette before turning and walking away. “I should start taking all my cues from the children around here. Maybe I'd get cases wrapped up faster.”
 
   “You have to listen to me,” Elizabeth continued, keeping pace with him. “She said she spoke to a man in the forest, and he told her he was responsible for the murder. He told her the man was chasing him.”
 
   At this, Dybendal stopped and turned to her.
 
   “Is that what happened?” she asked. “You must have examined the body by now.”
 
   “I can't divulge that information,” he replied cautiously.
 
   “But Sara's right, isn't she?” Elizabeth continued. “How else would she know those things if she wasn't told by the murderer? And the man was wearing a uniform from a hospital. I'm right, aren't I?”
 
   “I can't talk to you about this,” he told her, glancing along the street as if he was worried about being overheard. “Ms. Olesun, go home.”
 
   “He also told her that more people are going to die around here.”
 
   “Smart murderer, warning people like that.”
 
   “He said his name was...” She paused, aware that the next piece of information might make her sound crazy, but also determined to get the truth out. “He said his name was Death. He said he actually is Death. I know how that seems, but I'm just telling you what he told my sister. He also said he had the number of Death, whatever that means.”
 
   Dybendal paused for a moment, eying her skeptically.
 
   “Alright,” he said finally, “tell me something else. Did you sister happen to say that this man had a part of his head missing. On the side?”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Jonah Lund,” Dybendal explained as he slid the mugshot across his desk. “Convicted of two murders back in the fifties, in the Oslo area, and quite possibly responsible for several more. A classic no-hoper, someone who just lived to hurt and kill other people. In the good old days, a man like that would have ended up with a noose around his neck, but in these more liberal times he ended up being committed to a psychiatric institution.”
 
   Picking up the photo, Elizabeth stared at the dark, bulging eyes of the man in the photo. There was a faint smile on his lips and his dark hair was hanging down in thick, straggly clumps that made it look as if he hadn't taken a bath for quite a while.
 
   “This doesn't seem like the man my sister described,” Elizabeth told him, passing the photo back. “I don't -”
 
   “That's from when he was arrested,” Dybendal said, taking the photo and setting it down, before slipping another from a pale brown envelope. “He'd be much older now, his his late forties. Once he was at the psychiatric hospital, one of the doctors tried an experimental technique to get rid of the voices he claimed had been urging him to kill. It was all rather untested, from what I understand, but basically he cut open the bastard's skull and then removed several sections of his brain. Then he sewed him shut and hoped for the best.”
 
   As soon as he showed her the next photo, Elizabeth felt a shiver pass through her body. Based on Sara's description, it was clearly still the same man, with the same striking eyes. His head had been shaved, however, and one side appeared to have been removed, with the skin stapled shut in rough, ragged clumps.
 
   “Why would they do something like that to a man?” she asked, staring in horror at the photo.
 
   “Science,” Dybendal replied, taking another drag on his cigarette before exhaling. “Worth a shot. Might as well use the guy instead of letting him rot in a cell.” He paused. “For God's sake, don't say you actually feel sorry for the monster.”
 
   “It just seems so inhumane.”
 
   “If you want, I could rustle up some photos of the little boy he gutted.”
 
   She turned to him.
 
   “Jonah Lund is one of the few men in this world who can truly be called a monster. If I had my way, he'd have been executed a long, long time ago.” He paused for a moment. “None of this is for public discussion, you understand. I'm only telling you because I need to know what you know, if you catch my drift.”
 
   “But did the experiment work?”
 
   He shook his head.
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “Apparently Lund became a vegetable. He was alive, he could breathe and shit and all the basic stuff, but he stopped speaking and he just sat in his cell and stared straight ahead, day after day, until...”
 
   “Until what?”
 
   “As it so happens, we got a phone call recently. A couple of days ago, Jonah Lund escaped from the hospital.”
 
   “Which hospital was he at?”
 
   “I...” Dybendal paused. “I'm not sure, to be honest. I don't remember.”
 
   “How did he get out?”
 
   “The guy had shown no indication that he even remembered how to wipe his own ass,” Dybendal continued, “let alone that he could get up and walk through a door. But one morning, a guard went in to clean out his bucket, and Lund attacked him. Damn near bit through the man's wind-pipe.”
 
   “I didn't how about any of this.”
 
   “It's been kept quite hushed up. We don't want people panicking.”
 
   “Do you think this is him?” Elizabeth asked. “Do you think this is the man my sister met?”
 
   “Can't be many folks wandering around with part of their head missing,” Dybendal pointed out. “The thing is, after he'd escaped, they found something written on the wall of his cell. No-one was really sure whether he was the one who wrote it. I mean, he was the only one who had an opportunity, but they weren't sure he was capable. Still, there was that one sentence, written in the blood of the guard he killed.”
 
   “What was it?” she asked.
 
   “My name...” He paused. “My name is Death.” Taking another photo from the envelope, he showed it to her. “See? I mean, the handwriting's worse than a child's, but it's pretty certain that Lund scrawled those words before he took off. He spent damn near thirty years sitting without saying anything, and that's what he comes up with at the end.” Sighing, he set the photo down. “This is going to cause a problem if it gets into the papers.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I mean people will want to know why a crazed killer has been allowed to get free.”
 
   “So the man in the river was... What, a guard, sent to catch him?”
 
   Dybendal nodded. “An orderly, something like that.”
 
   “So you believe my sister?”
 
   “Looks like I don't have much choice,” he muttered wearily. “If Lund's still in the area, we need to find him fast.”
 
   “She says she knows where he's camping out.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “That's the problem,” she continued. “She says he swore her to secrecy.”
 
   “Well,” the inspector replied, grabbing his hat from the top of the filing cabinet, “we'll just have to un-swear her, won't we?”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Now I need you to listen to me very carefully,” Elizabeth said, sitting on Sara's bed as Inspector Dybendal stood in the doorway. “I know the man in the forest made you promise not to tell us anything, but it's very important that we find him, do you understand?”
 
   Sara stared back at her blankly.
 
   “He might hurt someone,” Elizabeth continued, reaching out and taking Sara's hands in hers. “You don't want that to happen, do you? Lives are in danger.”
 
   “He said more people are going to die,” Sara replied. “He said the only hope is if he remembers in time.”
 
   “Remembers what?”
 
   Sara paused. “I don't know,” she said finally. “But it's okay if people die, because he told me what it's like after people have been killed. It's not like they told us at church at all. It's better than that.”
 
   “Let's not get into that right now,” Elizabeth replied. “I'm sure those people, whoever they are, don't want to die, do they? So if you can tell us where Mr. Lund is camping, we can let the police go and have a little talk to him. Doesn't that make sense to you?”
 
   “Who's Mr. Lund?”
 
   “He's the man you met in the forest.”
 
   “No, his name is Death.”
 
   “He's also called Mr. Lund,” Elizabeth told her.
 
   “Why would he have two names?”
 
   “Let's just focus on the important part for now, sweetheart. Maybe you're too young to really understand what's at stake here, Sara, but you have to trust me. You do trust me, don't you?”
 
   Sara thought about it for a moment, and finally she nodded.
 
   “So tell me where the man is staying while he's visiting the valley.”
 
   Sara immediately shook her head.
 
   “This is ridiculous,” Dybendal said, lighting up another cigarette as he entered the room. Exhaling, he blew a cloud of smoke straight toward the two sisters, causing them both to start coughing. “Come on, kid, let's have it. I'm an officer of the law and I demand to know where this man can be found.”
 
   Staring up at him, Sara began to smile.
 
   “What's so funny?” he asked.
 
   “He talked about you,” she replied. “He said he knew who was in charge of the police around here, and he said he knew it was...” Pausing, she began to giggle.
 
   “He knew it was what?” Elizabeth asked.
 
   Still laughing, Sara leaned closer and whispered in her sister's ear: “He called him Inspector Stinky Pants.”
 
   “Sara -”
 
   “I can't tell you anything else,” the little girl replied, sitting back and suddenly losing her smile. “Not one more word! He told me he'd be mad at me if I let his secrets out. He said he wants to be left alone so he can remember what he came here to do!”
 
   “This is a waste of time,” Dybendal muttered, turning and heading to the door. “The bastard can't have gone far. We'll just comb the entire area. Hell, we'll smoke him out if that's what it takes. I don't want you telling anyone about this, okay? We're going to catch this bastard before people have time to panic.”
 
   “Can't you just tell us?” Elizabeth asked, squeezing Sara's hands a little tighter. “Please?”
 
   “I don't need to,” Sara replied, leaning closer and whispering to her again. “He promised everyone would find out soon anyway. You just have to wait.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Stupid kid,” Kari muttered as she made her way up the hill toward the forest. “Just because she goes and gets herself into trouble, now she's the center of attention.”
 
   Once she reached the top of the hill, she made her way across the field of bluebells, before finally reaching the old shed that stood in the shadow of the nearest trees. She often headed out toward the abandoned shed when she felt like getting away from the rest of the family, and today was definitely one of those days; she knew that Elizabeth meant well, but she was convinced that the best way to deal with Sara was just to haul her out of bed and put her to work. Still, she also knew that no-one ever listened to her ideas, so the spoiled little brat would be mollycoddled for weeks.
 
   Feeling a little out of breath after the climb up the hill, she stopped as she reached the shed, and finally set her basket down. She knew she was a little early in the season for picking raspberries, but she figured she just needed something to keep her occupied and the bushes around the shed tended to be ready just a shade earlier than the others. Making her way past the entrance to the shed, she examined the nearest bush and found plenty of plump, ripe raspberries waiting for her. Picking one, she slipped it into her mouth and found immediately that it was ready.
 
   “Great,” she said to herself with a faint smile. “Now -”
 
   Hearing a faint rustling sound, she stopped and looked along the side of the shed, half-expecting someone to step into view. She figured it'd be just her luck if some annoying kids from school turned up.
 
   “Is anyone there?” she called out.
 
   Silence.
 
   “See?” she muttered, as she began to pick more raspberries. “You've even got me feeling all jumpy now, you spoiled little brat.” Turning, she headed over to grab the basket, but she stopped suddenly as she passed the doorway. Looking into the darkness of the shed, she realized she could just about make out some rags on the floor, and after dropping the raspberries into her basket, she stepped inside and went to take a closer look.
 
   After a moment, she realized that there were a couple of items of clothing in the shed, and that a little further inside there were some burned logs, as if someone had lit a fire at some point. Over by the wall, a knife was glinting in the sun.
 
   “Is someone here?” she said out loud, unable to hide the hint of indignation in her voice. “You're not allowed to camp on my father's property, you know! It's illegal!”
 
   She waited, but no reply came.
 
   Storming across the shed, she emerged at the other end and looked around, but there was still no sign of anyone.
 
   “Do you hear me?” she shouted. “I'm going to tell him what you're up to, and he's going to come up here with a shotgun! I don't care who you are, but if you've got any sense in you at all, you'll damn well scurry off and not come here again. Is that understood?”
 
   She waited again, listening to the sound of the trees rustling in a faint breeze, but there was absolutely no sign of anyone nearby.
 
   “Well, let that be a warning to you,” she continued, turning to head back inside. “This is my father's -”
 
   Before she could finish, she was grabbed from behind and a hand was clamped firmly over her mouth.
 
   “Hush now, pretty little girl,” a voice whispered in her ear. “I need you to help me remember something important. Unfortunately, I'm going to have to start by borrowing your eyes.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Ten
 
   Today
 
    
 
   “I'm serious!” he shouted, following Paula to the foot of the stairs. “I waited an hour for you at that school! It was embarrassing!”
 
   “I never told you to sign me up to some stupid school in the middle of nowhere,” she replied, hurrying up to her bedroom. “I was fine at my old school in London!”
 
   “It's not nowhere! It's Norway!”
 
   “Same difference.”
 
   “You're coming with me tomorrow, Paula,” he continued. “Do you hear me? I made a new appointment for us at quarter to nine, and by God you're going to be there!”
 
   “Whatever,” she muttered, heading into her room and swinging the door shut.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Sitting at the top of her new bed, with the old notebook on her lap and the dictionary app open on her phone, Paula muttered away to herself as she continued to work on her translation. Darkness had begun to fall outside, and finally she reached over and switched on the lamp by her bed.
 
   “January 18th,” she whispered, writing down the new translation on a sheet of paper as she turned to the last page in the notebook. “Arrived...” She paused to check some of the words, although she'd begun to learn a few already. “Already at a farmhouse just outside Bondalen.” Looking over at the doorway, she realized she'd reached the final night in the girl's account of her journey. “Seems abandoned. Broke in. Curtains. Should be okay here for a night, maybe two, but want to keep moving in the morning.”
 
   “Yeah,” she muttered, “well, you forgot your diary when you left, didn't you?”
 
   Moving down to the last couple of lines in the notebook, she realized that the handwriting seemed very different.
 
   “January 18th...” she said to herself, as she looked up some new words, “addendum. Sorry, Margit -”
 
   She paused, as she felt her blood start to run cold. After checking and double-checking the last few words, she wrote them down on her piece of paper and then read them out loud:
 
   “January 18th, addendum. Sorry, Margit won't be writing in her journal anymore. She went into the barn and she won't be coming out.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “It's a joke,” John said a few minutes later as he looked at the notebook down in the front room. “Paula -”
 
   “It's not a joke,” she continued, pointing at the last section of text. “Look at the handwriting. It's completely different!”
 
   “Yes, but -”
 
   “And the last part that Margit wrote is about being here, right here in this exact farmhouse! And then someone else wrote that she'd gone into the barn and wouldn't be coming out!”
 
   “Which is slightly ludicrous when you think about it,” her father pointed out.
 
   “Dad!”
 
   “Paula!” Sighing, he paused for a moment. “I don't know what you think this is, but you're stretching the facts a little if you reckon it's evidence of something sinister.” He looked back down at his newspaper for a moment, before glancing at her again. “I've been in the barn, Paula. There's nothing creepy in there. Not in the top parts, anyway.”
 
   “What about the bottom part?”
 
   “What about it?”
 
   “Have you been in there yet?”
 
   He paused. “Well, no, but -”
 
   “So there could be anything in there.”
 
   Sighing, he turned to the next page in his newspaper. “You're welcome to go and take a look in the morning, Paula, but all you'll find will be, at best, old farming equipment. Be careful of that stuff, by the way. Some of it could be sharp.”
 
   Looking over at the window, Paula could just about make out the barn's huge silhouette against the night sky.
 
   “I'm going to take a look now,” she said finally, heading to one of the kitchen drawers and pulling out a flashlight.
 
   “Paula -”
 
   “If there's nothing there,” she continued, grabbing her coat, “then what's the harm?”
 
   “You're taking this too far. It's one thing to be interested in ghosts and ghoulies and whatever, but charging around in the middle of the night -”
 
   “Is perfectly safe.” She slipped into the coat and then grabbed her rubber boots. “According to you. Or do you want to change your tune and start worrying that maybe there really is something out there in the barn?”
 
   “This is ridiculous. You -”
 
   “Back soon.” Without waiting for him to reply, she pushed the front door open and stepped out into the yard, only to find that, once again, heavy snowfall was drifting down from the night sky. Switching the flashlight on, she trudged down the steps and out into the snow, quickly making her way past the side of the barn and down to the south side, where the entrance to the building's lower floor lay with its wooden door hanging from the hinge.
 
   Stopping for a moment, Paula looked out across the vast snowy field. The whole scene felt so desolate, she couldn't help but feel slightly awed by the dark forest she could just about make out in the distance. Having been used to living in London for so long, she wasn't sure she could ever get used to the idea of living in the countryside, so far from civilization.
 
   “It's so lonely out here,” she thought to herself. “A great place to hide.”
 
   Slowly, she turned and looked over at the door that led into the barn's lower level. She shone the flashlight over, but the darkness beyond the door seemed almost impenetrable, and she couldn't shake the feeling that something was in there, watching her. She told herself she was being foolish, that she was just letting the isolation of the area get to her, but as she took a few more steps forward, approaching the door, she felt the sensation growing in the pit of her belly: something was in there, watching her from the darkness, almost daring her to go further. By the time she reached the door and shone the torch inside, picking out nothing more than a dusty concrete floor stretching away into more darkness, she felt almost as if she could hear a faint pounding sound, like a heartbeat.
 
   “So few people ever come here,” she thought, before wondering why, exactly, those words had popped into her head. Instinctively, she took a step back, but she was still feeling overwhelmed by the sensation of a presence in the barn. Something was watching her, a pair of eyes or... Pausing, she realized that it was more like a mind, reaching out and teasing her forward. She took a step through the door, entering the darkness, before stopping again, aware that the pounding sound was getting louder and seemed to be entering her head. For a moment, all she could think about was the idea of going further, of heading to the far end of the barn and seeing what was waiting for her.
 
   She took another step forward.
 
   “Paula!”
 
   Stopping, she looked back and realized that her father was calling to her.
 
   “Paula, are you still out here?”
 
   She glanced back into the darkness, but suddenly the sensation of a presence seemed to be pushing her away instead of luring her further inside. She headed back outside, feeling slightly dizzy, and finally she saw her father hurrying around the side of the barn, his coat pulled tight to protect himself from the snow.
 
   “It's like a blizzard out here!” he shouted as he reached her. “Well, did you find anything?”
 
   “You didn't have to come and check on me!”
 
   “Actually, I did. There are foxes around, and they can be quite vicious. There's also a chance of wolves, so I figured you shouldn't be out here alone.” He looked through the dark doorway. “Shall we go in, then?”
 
   “I -” Pausing, she realized that the same presence that had been teasing her to go inside, was now trying to keep her out, as if it wanted her alone, not with her father. “Maybe we should do it tomorrow,” she said finally.
 
   “Paula -”
 
   “Tomorrow,” she added, turning the flashlight off and taking a few steps back. “You're right, there could be anything in there. The last thing I want is to have to go to hospital for a rabies shot.”
 
   “So you admit that the girl who wrote that diary didn't end up getting butchered in our barn?”
 
   She stared into the darkness for a moment, before telling herself that she was in danger of getting a little carried away. The farm was creepy, but not that creepy. “Sure,” she said finally. “I was just messing with your head. The diary's probably nothing, I'm sure it was just some kid who squatted here for a night or two while the place was empty.”
 
   “Tomorrow we'll clear out this last part of the barn,” he told her. “Just to put your mind at rest.”
 
   “Whatever,” she replied, turning and heading back toward the farmhouse. “I just want to go to bed. I'm exhausted.” As she made her way up the steps and through the front door, she stopped for a moment and glanced across the yard, looking once again at the barn. Deep down, she felt as if something had reached out to her from the darkness, and the connection remained, even if it was just a single thread.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Eleven
 
   1979
 
    
 
   “She should have been back a couple of hours ago,” said Elizabeth's mother as she peered out the window. “Why can't Kari ever just do as she's told? She's always late.”
 
   “She was in a foul mood earlier,” Elizabeth replied as she continued to peel a mountain of potatoes for dinner. “You know how she gets, she's so...” She paused for a moment, trying to find the right word. “Selfish. That's what she is, she's selfish.”
 
   “Don't speak that way about your sister. It's not pleasant.”
 
   “I mean it as constructive criticism,” Elizabeth continued. “I've said it to her face often enough.”
 
   “Which probably doesn't help.”
 
   “She wants everyone to behave in a certain way, according to her rules, and she gets so terribly frustrated when the rest of us have our own thoughts.” Glancing at the grandfather clock in the corner, she saw that it was almost five. “What time is Pappa coming home, anyway?”
 
   “He said he'd be late. He's volunteered to help with some kind of police search.”
 
   “For Jonah Lund?”
 
   “Who?”
 
   Realizing that she should be careful of saying too much, Elizabeth decided to be a little more circumspect. After all, Dybendal had been very keen to avoid news leaking out and panicking people. “Nothing. I probably mis-understood. What is Pappa doing, then?”
 
   “He didn't really tell me. He said it's not something I need to worry about, though.”
 
   “And that's enough for you?”
 
   “I trust your father's judgment.”
 
   “I couldn't live like that,” Elizabeth replied. “It'd drive me crazy and -” Sensing something behind her, she turned and saw that Sara was standing in the doorway, watching her intently. “Hey,” she continued, forcing a smile. “I didn't think you'd be out of bed before dinner.”
 
   “It's starting soon,” Sara said calmly.
 
   “What is?”
 
   “What he said would happen.” The little girl paused for a moment, as if she was feeling uncertain. “He told me people would die in the valley. He wasn't lying, you know.”
 
   “Sara, please -”
 
   “Come and help your sister,” their mother said as she headed to the back door. “I'm going to go out and find some carrots. And let's not have any more of this silly talk, Sara, okay? There's no need for it.”
 
   Elizabeth waited until their mother was out of the room, before hurrying over to Sara and kneeling in front of her.
 
   “This has to stop,” she said firmly. “If you know something, anything at all, you have to tell me right now. There might be lives at stake!”
 
   “It's not like you could stop him,” Sara replied.
 
   “That's not for you to judge.”
 
   “He told me people have tried before. He let me in on the -” Stopping suddenly, she took a step back, as if something about Elizabeth was suddenly horrifying her.
 
   “What's wrong? Sara?”
 
   “It's like...” Seemingly on the verge of tears, the little girl turned to run, before Elizabeth grabbed her by the wrist and pulled her closer. “Let go of me!” Sara screamed. “Don't touch me!”
 
   “What's wrong?” Elizabeth asked, struggling to hold her still. “Sara, talk to me! Tell me what's happening?”
 
   “It's you!” Sara shouted, getting one hand free and trying to punch Elizabeth, before being restrained again. “I can see it!”
 
   “See what?”
 
   “Whatever's the matter in here?” their mother asked as she hurried back through from the garden.
 
   “It's her!” Sara shouted, staring at Elizabeth with abject fear in her eyes. “Can't you see it, Mamma? It's her!”
 
   “What's me?” Elizabeth asked, trying not to panic. “Sara -”
 
   “I can see your skull!” Sara shouted, suddenly falling still and hushed as she stared in terror at Elizabeth's face. “I can see your skull poking through your flesh.”
 
   “My skull?” Reaching up, Elizabeth placed a hand on her own face for a moment and felt the skin. “Sara, my skull is most certainly not poking through anything.”
 
   “It is!” Sara yelled. “It is, it is! You're going to kill someone!”
 
   “Sara -”
 
   Before Elizabeth could finish, Sara twisted free and then lashed out, knocking the older girl back before running along the corridor and then racing out the front door.
 
   Startled, Elizabeth allowed her mother to help her up before making her way to the mirror in the corner and examining her nose, only to see that a thin trickle of blood was running down her face.
 
   “She hit me,” she whispered. “She really hit me.” After a moment, she turned to her mother. “What on earth got into her?”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Reaching the southern side of the barn, Sara stopped and stared at the broken door, and at the darkness inside. She'd always been a little scared of the barn, but now something felt different, as if...
 
   She paused, holding her breath.
 
   Something was calling to her. Something was in the darkness, and it wanted her to go inside. She took a step back, telling herself that it was too scary, but the lure was getting stronger. After a moment, she took a couple of steps forward, and although part of her mind was telling her not to go any closer, she knew she had no choice. Even though she couldn't see anything in the dark interior, she could sense a presence begging her to keep going, and she could hear a faint sound coming from inside the barn, like a heartbeat.
 
   Slowly, she took a few more steps forward, until she walked through the door and disappeared into the darkness.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   A couple of miles away, as the afternoon sun began to sink in the sky and long shadows spread across the land, the old abandoned shed stood isolated at the top of a hill of bluebells, framed against the dark forest beyond.
 
   No-one was around at such a late hour, of course, but if there had been anyone in the vicinity, they would have heard Kari's terrified cries rising intermittently from the shed, occasionally being cut off only to return a few seconds later, each time sounding more pained and tortured than before.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twelve
 
   Today
 
    
 
   The girls were still screaming when she got downstairs.
 
   Racing down the steps at the front of the house, Paula stopped for a moment and tried to work out where the sound was coming from. It was two, maybe three in the morning, and snow was still falling heavily; her father had shoveled a path earlier from the door to the road, but having been woken just a few minutes ago by the screams, Paula hadn't even stopped to get dressed before rushing out. She was wearing just a t-shirt and underwear, and her bare feet were already chilled to the bone after a couple of paces across the icy path, but none of that mattered to her right now.
 
   All that mattered was finding the girls.
 
   “Hello?” she shouted, her voice echoing across the yard. “Where are you?”
 
   The voices returned their answer, not in words but in a kind of howling, terrified cry for help.
 
   Stumbling forward, Paula turned and looked around, but the scream seemed to be bouncing around the yard, giving no clue as to its true origin. There was no sign of a disturbance, though even when the screaming paused, she could hear a kind of whimpering sound in the distance.
 
   “Where are you?” she shouted again, before looking up at the farmhouse's windows. “Dad! Get out here!”
 
   Although she was freezing cold and shivering, she didn't have time to go back and grab her coat. Something was pushing her onward, urging her to keep going. She hurried across the icy path, almost slipping a couple of times, before realizing that the screams now seemed to be coming from somewhere near the large barn on the opposite side of the yard. She began to pick her way through the piles of snow, her legs sinking past the knees as she waded through the drift. By the time she reached the bare cherry tree next to the barn, she stopped again and listened, realizing that the screams had once again dropped to a low, sobbing plea. One of the girls was begging for something – help or mercy – in a language that Paula didn't understand.
 
   “I'm coming!” she shouted, wading through more snow, making slow progress but going as fast as possible, fighting her way through the freezing snow until she reached the far end of the barn. Stopping again, she looked out at the vast fields of snow that ran to the horizon, moonlit-blue under a dark sky that was filled with more falling snow. Listening, she heard something from the other side of the barn, so she made her way down the incline and past the battered old wooden doors, finally stopping as she stared at the dark interior.
 
   After a moment, she took a step forward.
 
   “What are you?” she whispered, feeling once again as if something was in there, calling out to her from the darkness, begging her to go inside.
 
   She took a few more steps, before stopping and putting a hand on the wooden door.
 
   “What do you want?” she asked, convinced that something was staring out at her from the darkness.
 
   She took another step forward.
 
   Suddenly she stopped, as she heard a child's voice from nearby, apparently sobbing. Turning, she realized the sound had come from around the corner. Although there was a part of her that still wanted to go into the barn, she forced herself to hurry around the corner, to where a large, battered plastic awning covered various pieces of farming equipment and kept them shielded from the worst of the weather.
 
   Finally, she picked her way past the snow and reached the covered area, where her ice-cold bare feet – almost numb by now – fell upon muddy ground covered in soil, brick-dust and old twigs.
 
   “Hello?” she called out, her voice echoing differently now, sounding closer. Rubbing her arms for warmth, she stepped forward cautiously, eying the shadows with suspicion. “Are you okay? I can help you, but you need to let me know where you are.”
 
   She waited, and finally she realized she could hear sobs coming from a little further along, past the pile of old wooden pallets and a small, rusty tractor.
 
   “Hey,” she continued, too terrified to pay attention to the warning signals her body was already sending up to her brain about the effects of the cold. “It's okay. I'm not going to hurt you.”
 
   Getting closer to the sobbing sound, she still couldn't see exactly where it was coming from, only that it was somewhere beyond the piles of tarpaulin that seemed to have been thrown over God-knows-what and abandoned long ago. She made her way cautiously, barefoot and shivering, until she spotted a dark shape at the foot of one of the walls, and she realized that there was a hole that seemed to lead under the barn, and that seemed to be where the sobbing sound was coming from.
 
   “Hello?” she said, stopping a few meters away. “Is someone in there?”
 
   The sobbing continued unabated, as if whoever it was, they hadn't heard the question.
 
   Glancing across the field for a moment, she saw streetlights in the distance and a row of dark houses. It was possible, she figured, that some kids had run out to play in the middle of the night, although in the back of her mind she was also thinking about the story her father had told her, about the girls who had died.
 
   “Hey,” she continued, stepping closer, past a row of wooden pallets. “My name's Paula. Are you okay down there?”
 
   The sobbing seemed to slow slightly.
 
   Reaching the hole in the wall, Paula crouched down and peered into the darkness. She couldn't see much, but she could tell that the hole was small, barely big enough for anyone to crawl inside. She reached out with her trembling hands, but she held back at the last moment, scared to reach through in case there was a wild animal down there.
 
   “Hello?” she said, leaning closer but still not able to see anything in the darkness. “Are you okay?”
 
   She waited. The sobbing had stopped, but she could hear someone breathing unsteadily.
 
   “Hello?” She leaned even closer. “Are you -”
 
   Suddenly a girl lunged at her from the hole, her face covered in blood and thick, glistening wounds, and her eyes filled with panic. She shouted a few words in Norwegian – it sounded like “Help me” - and reached out with her frozen blue hands, digging her nails into Paula's face and then clawing at her skin. She was still shouting, as if she was desperately trying to tell her something.
 
   Screaming, Paula fell back. She watched for a fraction of a second as the little girl reached for her again, and then she scrambled to her feet and ran along the side of the barn, desperate to get away. Rounding the far corner and reaching the road, she raced out onto the ice and slipped, slamming down hard and sliding a few feet before coming to a halt. Panicking, she noticed the flashing orange light that was suddenly all around, but it wasn't until she got to her feet and heard the loud grinding sound that she realized something was approaching.
 
   Turning, she saw that a huge snowplow was bearing down on her, too late to stop.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Jesus Christ,” her father muttered a few minutes later, as they sat in the kitchen and he examined the cuts on her legs. “What the hell were you thinking?”
 
   “I told you,” she replied, her voice tense with the effort to keep from bursting into tears, “I heard someone out there!”
 
   “So you just wandered out wearing next-to-nothing?”
 
   “I panicked.”
 
   “And then you threw yourself in front of a goddamn plow?”
 
   “I was -” Gasping with pain, she looked down and saw that he was using a swab to clean one of her wounds. “I guess I wasn't thinking straight. I slipped and fell, it was all...” Pausing, she realized that the whole thing felt like a dream now; in fact, she was starting to doubt parts of what had happened, as if maybe she'd been in a half-dream state. She didn't want to admit that, not yet, but the whole thing just seemed so implausible. Suddenly the idea of hunting for ghosts around the farm felt more real, and a little less enjoyable.
 
   “You're lucky you managed to get out the way of that thing,” her father pointed out. “You wouldn't have won an argument with a 7,000lb snow-plow. You know that, right?”
 
   “It barely even caught my shoulder,” she replied, moving her left arm stiffly up and down, and wincing in the process. “I think it's okay. I don't have to go to hospital, do I?”
 
   “It's a miracle,” he muttered, setting the swab on the table, “but... No, everything seems fairly superficial. I'm just worried about the scratches on your face. You've had all your shots, but still... How did they happen again? If it was rusty nails, you might still need to get checked out.”
 
   “It wasn't rusty nails.”
 
   “Then what was it? And cut out the crap about a spooky little girl and a hole in the ground. Tell me the truth.”
 
   “Have you been into the barn yet? I mean the bottom part, with the broken door?”
 
   “Not yet,” he sighed. “Why? I told you, I'll take a look tomorrow.”
 
   She opened her mouth to reply, but for a moment the memory of the little girl's face seemed to keep her from saying a word. A moment later, there was a knock at the door and she realized the driver of the snowplow was back. As her father went to let him in, she grabbed the blanket and quickly wrapped it around herself. She was shivering, not just because the kitchen was cold but also because she remembered the feel of the little girl's frozen hand, and the ice patterns on her terrified face.
 
   “Thank you so much,” her father said, shaking the driver's hand as he led him through to the kitchen. “As you can see, she's shaken but okay.”
 
   Dressed in a huge, padded blue one-piece uniform, with sturdy boots on his feet and a face-mask covering his features, the snowplow driver seemed like something from a cheap sci-fi movie. Snow was falling from the creases in his uniform as he stopped in the doorway, and Paula could see nothing in his goggles except her own reflection. The driver began to remove his gloves, finally revealing his hands, before reaching up and slipping the mask away from his face. After taking off his goggles and pulling down his fur-lined hood, he finally showed himself.
 
   Shocked, Paula realized that far from being the old, gnarled man she'd expected, the driver was actually young, maybe in his early twenties, with piercing blue eyes and cheekbones as high as Everest. As he reached up and ran a hand through his thick, matted black hair, he seemed to eschew a kind of effortless, but highly engaging, sense of rugged hotness that Paula couldn't help but notice.
 
   “You're not hurt, are you?” he asked her, speaking English with a heavy accent.
 
   She shook her head, before reaching down and adjusting the blanket, suddenly extra-keen to make sure she was properly properly covered.
 
   “Just superficial scratches,” her father explained. “God knows how she didn't get properly hurt.”
 
   “I don't mind admitting,” the driver continued, turning to him, “I thought the worst back there for a moment. It's very hard to see the road from up in the cab, so at first I... Well, I had flashbacks to the time I hit a moose. All that blood all over the front of my plow, it wasn't pretty. I had to wipe it all off. I was worried the same thing had happened again. Only this time with your daughter, obviously.” He reached out to shake his hand. “Hans-Sebastian, but you can call me Sebastian. Most people do. Or Hans. Or just the snowplow guy.” Once he'd shaken her father's hand, he turned to shake Paula's. “I'm very glad I didn't run you over. You wouldn't have survived if I had. You wouldn't even have stood a chance, you'd have been completely mashed up. Like the moose was that time.”
 
   “Yeah,” she replied, immediately surprised by how rough his hands felt, as if he worked them hard. “I realize that. Thanks.”
 
   “I took a look around behind your barn,” he explained, turning back to her father, “and I didn't find anything out of the ordinary. I took a look in the hole at the bottom of the wall, but it just seemed like every other hole I've ever seen. I even got the torch out of my cab and had an extra poke down there with a stick, but there really isn't anything. I suppose there might have been a fox earlier, sometimes they try to hide during the winter.”
 
   “It wasn't a fox,” Paula said firmly. “I saw her face, it was a little girl.”
 
   “Well she's not there now,” Sebastian replied, glancing at her. “Only a lunatic would be outside in the middle of a blizzard like this.” He smiled. “Or someone driving a snowplow, obviously.”
 
   “I know what I saw.”
 
   “I'm sure you do,” he replied.
 
   “You imagined the whole thing,” her father said firmly.
 
   “I'm sure,” she told him, although doubts were starting to grow in her mind. “I mean, I think I am.” For a moment, she felt as if the whole thing could have been some kind of lucid waking dream, but then she remembered the scratches. Reaching up, she could feel the lines on her cheeks, and she shuddered for a moment as she remembered the little girl reaching up from the hole and digging her nails into her face. If it had been a dream, where had the scratches come from?
 
   “Do you want some coffee?” her father asked, turning to the counter and flicking the switch on the side of the kettle. “It's just instant right now, we're still getting set up. Or tea?”
 
   “It's fine,” Sebastian replied, “I have coffee in my cab. I don't think I'd be able to get through the night without it.”
 
   “Must be lonely,” her father said.
 
   “I work from sunset to sunrise,” he replied, “just plowing along. Someone has to keep the roads clear, and you get used to it after a while.” He glanced at Paula. “I'm sorry if I wake you up when I go past your window, I tend to go along this road several times on really bad nights. I've always thought it's kind of spooky.”
 
   “The road?” she asked.
 
   “Well, that and...”
 
   “This place?”
 
   He smiled again.
 
   “Have you ever seen anything?” she asked. “When you were going past the farm, I mean.”
 
   At this, he seemed to pause for a moment. “No, not really,” he said evasively. “I mean, nothing much. From up there in the cab of my plow, it's hard to make much out at all.”
 
   “But you've seen something, haven't you?”
 
   “Just kids, playing in the snow.”
 
   “At night?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “I don't think kids play here,” she replied, “especially not at night. If they do, they're not the kind of kids who leave footprints.”
 
   “Well...” He paused. “I see a lot of strange things when I'm out plowing at night on these lonely roads. If I stopped to investigate everything that seemed a little off, I'd never get any work done.”
 
   “But this place in particular,” Paula continued, warming to the theme. “You've seen children here? At night, when it's supposed to be abandoned?”
 
   “Leave the man alone,” her father butted in.
 
   “Just shadows, really,” Sebastian told her. “Maybe two of them, but maybe it was nothing, maybe it was just...”
 
   “Foxes?” she suggested.
 
   A wry smile crossed his lips.
 
   “What about tea?” her father asked. “Something to eat? I feel bad just letting you go without something for your trouble. Apart from getting interrogated by my daughter, that is.”
 
   “You can stay for a few minutes, can't you?” Paula asked Sebastian, pulling a chair out for him. “I'd really like to talk to you some more about this place.”
 
   “I...” He paused, seemingly tempted, before checking his watch. “Another time, maybe. The kommune will be on my back if I don't get all the roads cleared on time. If you ever need anything else, though, just let me know some time. But please, don't do it by jumping out in front of the snowplow. There are other ways to get my attention.”
 
   “So the children you saw -”
 
   “Paula,” her father said firmly, “let the man get back to work!”
 
   “Can I ask just one thing?” Sebastian continued. “You two... I mean...” He paused. “Please don't be offended, but when I heard someone had bought this farm, I assumed... I mean, I didn't think... Is it just the two of you?”
 
   Still wrapped in her blanket, Paula nodded.
 
   “Seriously?” Sebastian asked.
 
   “My father's insane,” she told him, “and I'm just waiting for him to give up so we can go home.”
 
   “Paula just hasn't bought into the dream yet,” her father added, patting her on the shoulder. “She will.”
 
   “It's not a dream,” she sighed. “It's a nightmare. We can't run a farm.”
 
   “Of course you can,” Sebastian told her, with a smile. “You just have to get your hands dirty, that's all. You can do anything, if you put your mind to it.”
 
   As her father led their guest back to the door and showed him out, she sat silently in the kitchen, replaying the events of the night over and over. She didn't want to admit that she might have dreamed the whole thing with the little girl, since she thought that made her seem weak-minded, but at the same time she was starting to think that the idea of ghosts suddenly wasn't so appealing after all, not now that she was doubting her own sanity. Hearing the front door swing shut, she looked over to see her father returning to the kitchen.
 
   “I'm sorry,” she told him.
 
   “It's okay. Come on, we should both get some sleep. We have to be up early for that appointment at school.”
 
   “But you heard what he said, right? About seeing children in the yard sometimes?”
 
   “I'm don't think he was quite sure about that.”
 
   “But Dad -”
 
   “Paula, can we please drop it? You're starting to sound really obsessed, and that's not healthy. There are no ghosts, not here and not anywhere.”
 
   She opened her mouth to argue with him, but finally she realized there was no point. She knew why he didn't want to accept the possibility, and she figured she couldn't change his mind, not yet.
 
   “Okay,” she said with a sigh. “Fine. Whatever.”
 
   A few minutes later, after making her way up to her room, Paula looked out the window and saw the flashing orange lights on Sebastian's plow. She watched as the vehicle sat next to the barn for a few minutes, and just as she was starting to wonder why he didn't get going again, she spotted him walking through a patch of moonlight and she realized he'd gone back to check the hole one more time. Climbing up into the cab, he finally started to slowly drive away, clearing the road and sending a huge cloud of snow up to one side. She kept watching until he'd disappeared into the distance, and then a little longer as his plow's flashing lights vanished from sight, and she couldn't help wondering how he managed to stay sane, spending night after night out there all alone on the empty country roads. Then again, she figured some people were just solitary by nature and could handle that kind of situation better. Sebastian seemed like that kind of person.
 
   Climbing into bed and shivering a little, waiting to get warm, she realized there was no way she'd be able to get to sleep. All she could do was think about the frozen little girl in the hole, and about the sensation of fingernails digging through her flesh, and about the feeling that something had been trying to get her to go into the barn.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Thirteen
 
   1979
 
    
 
   “No!” Kari screamed, lunging for the door before feeling a pair of arms around her waist, pulling her back down and slamming her face-first against the shed's muddy floor.
 
   “Come on,” said a male voice above her, “don't make a fuss.”
 
   She opened her mouth to call for help, but a large, dirty hand was quickly clamped over her face, reducing her scream to a muffled sob. As the hand pressed harder, it tilted her head back, and she saw a dark shape leaning over her. Behind her back, her wrists were bound with thick rope, and he'd done the same to her ankles.
 
   “You shouldn't have come here,” the voice continued, “is what you shouldn't have done. Why did you come, anyway? I didn't want anyone up here, I made damn sure not to attract any attention. I like being alone!”
 
   She tried to tell him to go to hell, to tell him that he was on her father's property, but she didn't get the chance; he turned her around and pushed her down against the floor, while climbing onto her and sitting on her chest.
 
   “You're pretty,” he continued, leaning closer. “Really pretty, but... I suppose you know that already. I'm sure all the boys come to you with flowers, pawing at your dress...”
 
   As soon as she saw his face, Kari froze in terror. A large chunk was missing from one side of his head, as if someone had sliced off a good third and then crudely sewn the wound shut with thick, rusty stitches that looked to have turned the surrounding flesh red raw. Worse than that, though, was the look in the man's eyes: heavy and dark and ringed, they seemed to bulge out slightly from his head, as if the pressure within was too much, an effect that was made worse by his broad, unhinged grin.
 
   “Do you want to know my name?” he asked, leaning even close, until foul-smelling saliva dripped from his lips onto her face. “I know lots of secrets. Maybe I can tell you some if you promise to be good. Can you do that? Can you be good?”
 
   With his hand still clamped firmly over her face, all she could manage was a faint whimper.
 
   “They call me Death,” he continued. “I know you might find that hard to believe, but it's true.”
 
   Sobbing, she tried to cry for help, but he pushed down harder against her face in response.
 
   “Every time you make that sound,” he told her, “I'll have to hurt you some more. Do you understand?” Sighing, he looked away for a moment, before turning back to her. “I met another little girl yesterday. She was much more friendly, much more willing to listen. I think you know her, actually. I saw you with her down by the river. She's your sister, isn't she? Such a sweet girl, and pretty too. It must run in your family. Tell me, is your other sister Elizabeth pretty too? I heard you talking about her. I guess I'll have to find out for myself some time.”
 
   Staring up at him with wide, panicked eyes, Kari realized that her only hope was that somehow the whole situation was a dream.
 
   “I told little Sara where I'm staying,” the man continued, “but I made her swear not to tell anyone else, and...” Frowning, he paused for a moment. “No, she wouldn't have broken her word, would she? You must have just found this place by accident. The thing is, I'm really only passing through. I'm waiting to get a few memories back, see? They took them away, but I know they'll come back, and then I'll remember what I'm supposed to be doing here. Whatever it is, I know it's important. That's what it's like being Death these days. There are a lot of positives, but you don't get to put down roots anywhere, you know? Just waiting and waiting and waiting.”
 
   He smiled at her, before looking down at the top of her dress. With his one free hand, he began to tug on the fabric, before finding one of the buttons and fumbling for a moment, finally managing to get it open.
 
   “Sometimes,” he told her, “what's on the outside of people isn't like what's on the inside. Don't you think that's odd? Then again, I don't suppose normal people would notice something like that.” Giving up with the second button, he tore at the fabric of her dress until it began to rip. “Being Death, I have a unique perspective. I see the world in different ways. That's how I ended up knowing so many secrets. I was told by -”
 
   He stopped suddenly, as if he could almost remember something.
 
   “It's so close,” he whispered. “I feel like I'm going to get it back at any moment. There was a dark space, something calling me... I was just a boy...”
 
   Turning her head, Kari managed to get her mouth free for a moment. She screamed, only for a fraction of a second before he got her back under control, but she hoped it might be enough for someone to hear her, even though the barn was out in the middle of nowhere, far from town.
 
   “Why do you have to be like that?” he hissed, leaning closer as he continued to tear at her dress. “I think I was about to make a breakthrough before you distracted me! I'm only trying to do good things for you, do you understand? What you need is to change your perspective so you can recognize the true good in the world. Trust me, there's no end of people who'll tell you they're trying to help, when really they're just trying to hurt you. That's what you've got to get into your head. Good things hurt, and bad things make it better. Do you know how I know that?”
 
   Closing her eyes, she started to beg God for mercy:
 
   Please get me out of here. I'll be a good person forever, just -
 
   “Look at me!” the man shouted suddenly, digging his fingers into her eyes and forcing the lids open, scratching her eyeballs in the process with his dirty, bitten fingernails. “You close them again, I'll have to find a way to keep them open permanently, do you understand?”
 
   Tears ran down her face as she tried to keep from sobbing.
 
   Please God, if you let me live, I'll devote my life to you.
 
   “They said they were helping me,” the man continued, staring into her eyes. “They asked me why I killed those people, and I told them, I said it was the voices in my head. They asked where exactly in my head the voices came from, so I told them, kind of. I pointed to the side of my head and they said, well, we'll just try a little experiment here and we'll cut that part out. Maybe it'll work, maybe it won't, but it's worth a shot, right?”
 
   He paused for a moment, as if he was reliving some awful moment from his past.
 
   “When I woke up, the voices were gone. It was a miracle. They told me I'd changed, that I wouldn't hurt anyone anymore, but also that maybe I couldn't do so much. It was hard talking, even thinking, but I was just so grateful that the voices were gone, I sat and I sat and I thought over it, and I was relieved. But then...” Reaching up, he brushed his dirty fingers against the stitches on the flat side of his head. “But then the bad parts of my brain started to grow back. I can feel them now, pushing against the inside of my skull, and as they grow back, the voices are starting to talk to me again. They're giving me secrets this time, and one of the biggest secrets, well, I'm going to share that with you.” He leaned even closer to her face, as he tugged at her dress and finally pulled the front open. “The voices told me I'm Death itself. That's why they're in my head. I have a duty, a duty to mankind. Can you imagine life without death? I'm so important!”
 
   Staring up into his eyes, Kari realized she had to find a way to fight back. Wincing as she felt his hands touching her bare flesh, she tried to focus and work out what to do. She figured she'd only get one shot, only once chance, that if she made a mistake she'd end up being punished. With most of her body being held down, she realized there was only one thing she could try.
 
   Despite the man's hand clamped over her mouth, she tried to speak. She knew he wouldn't be able to understand, but she focused on trying to make it sound like she had something specific to say.
 
   “What's that?” he asked, as he squeezed her so hard with his other hand, it began to hurt.
 
   She tried again, and this time she felt his hand loosening just slightly over her mouth.
 
   “I can't...” He paused, frowning, as if he wasn't sure what to do. “I can't damn well make out a word of that,” he continued finally, sounding annoyed. “How do you expect me to know what you're saying?” After a moment, he lifted his hand away from her mouth and stared down at her. “Say it again.”
 
   Staring up at him, with tears in her eyes, she tried to keep from trembling too much. She had to time her move just right. Finally, she whispered something.
 
   “Huh?” He leaned even closer. “I can't hear you.”
 
   Staring at his neck, she knew she had to try.
 
   Dear God, help me...
 
   She lunged at him, biting down as hard as possible on his neck, taking as much as possible into her mouth and hoping she could cut something vital. As he cried out in pain, she felt hot blood rushing into her mouth but she knew she couldn't stop, not yet. He tried to pull away, but she just bit down even harder and moved with him, quickly knocking him to one said and then rolling on top of him, all the while keeping her teeth buried in the flesh of his neck, biting through and feeling blood bubbling up against her tongue.
 
   Please God, just let him die.
 
   She closed her eyes, wondering how long it would take before he passed out, but after a moment she realized that his scream had become a laugh, and his whole body was shuddering now, as if he was amused by her effort.
 
   “My,” he said finally, “you're a feisty one, aren't you? I've got to admit, I never saw that coming, and I should since I pulled a similar trick on a guy not long ago. Why, you really got into me a good chunk, didn't you? But not enough, obviously.”
 
   Letting go of his neck briefly, she tried to bite again, forcing her teeth through his thick, leathery skin, ignoring the stubble that was prickling her face and instead focusing on trying to cause as much damage as possible. Realizing that she needed to try something else, however, she began to tear at the man's flesh, hoping to sever an artery, but all she heard was the sound of his laughter getting louder.
 
   “So,” he said finally, grinning at her as she opened her eyes, “how am I going to punish you? I mean, I did tell you not to close your eyes again, didn't I? Eyes...” He paused for a moment, as if he was once again on the verge of remembering something. “Eyes are so beautiful. I remember her eyes...”
 
   “Please don't kill me,” Kari whimpered. “I'll do anything you want, just please don't kill me!”
 
   He stared to one side for a moment, before looking down at her. “I was about to remember something,” he said firmly, “and yet again, you interrupted me. For that, I think I have to punish you real good.”
 
   “Wait -”
 
   Before she could finish, he dug his fingers into her eyes, pushing down harder and harder as she screamed. Finally, blood began to burst from her sockets.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Fourteen
 
   Today
 
    
 
   The cold light of morning made everything seem calmer, less terrifying. It was almost as if the events of the past night had taken place in some kind of warped parody of the real world, one where ghosts were real and little girls really could climb out of holes in the ground and claw at people's faces.
 
   As soon as she reached the covered area around the back of the barn, Paula saw the hole in the wall. In the light of day, she saw that the hole was even smaller than she's remembered, which made it even harder to believe that an actual person could ever have managed to get down there. Still, she crouched next to the hole and took a look, wondering whether something was staring back up at her.
 
   “Hello?” she whispered.
 
   Silence.
 
   “Are you...” She took a deep breath, before reminding herself that she should be a little braver. “Are you in there?”
 
   She waited.
 
   “Where you ever there?” she asked finally, as the doubts returned. Reaching up to her face, she felt the cuts. They were real, and she sure as hell hadn't done them to herself. Glancing along the side of the barn, she remembered the sense of a presence down by the door that led into the lower level. She turned, heading that way, figuring that she might as well go and take a look.
 
   “Paula!” her father shouted from the yard. “Come on! We're going to be late!”
 
   Sighing, she realized the barn would have to wait.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Paula?”
 
   “Huh?” Turning to him, she suddenly realized she hadn't been listening to a word her father had been saying on the walk back from the local school. Now they'd reached the farmhouse, and he was bending down to pick up a package that had been left on the step along with some mail.
 
   “I just asked what you thought of the place,” he continued, with a faint smile. “I mean, I thought it looked quite nice. Beats an inner-city London comprehensive any day.”
 
   “Yeah,” she replied non-committally, still unable to take her mind off the memory of the little girl. “Sure. Whatever.”
 
   “And you won't kick up a fuss when you start next week?”
 
   “Next week?”
 
   “We signed you up to join a class, remember?” He stared at her. “Jesus Christ, Paula, have you been paying attention to anything this morning?”
 
   Lost in her own thoughts for a moment, she didn't immediately register the question. “Um, yeah,” she muttered finally. “I mean, no, I mean... Sure, I'll go. Whatever.”
 
   “Looks like I'm making friends, at least,” he replied, opening one of the letters. “Seems a bit formal, but I've been invited to the diner to meet some of the locals. I guess they want to suss me out.”
 
   “Have a blast.”
 
   “Aha,” he said, opening the package and then turning it around so she could see the logo on the side of the box. “Well, never accuse me of not keeping my promises. You came to the meeting at the school, and now here's the router we need to get the internet up and running. Your lifeline to the rest of the world is restored.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Clicking through to the first link in the search results, Paula waited for the page to load and then began to read the wiki entry:
 
   “The Olesun sisters,” she whispered as she read, “were three young girls, aged eight, thirteen and sixteen, who were murdered near their home at the Bondalen farm, seventy kilometers north of Oslo, Norway. The girls were killed during the night between May 16th and May 17th, although the precise time is not known and their remains were only found by their father at sunrise on the 17th. He'd gone to find them, to get them ready for the national holiday.”
 
   “Hey!” her father called up from the hallway downstairs. “You got it working up there?”
 
   “Yeah!”
 
   “What do you want for lunch?”
 
   “Anything!”
 
   “I'm going to the shop, so -”
 
   “Anything, Dad!” she replied, trying not to sound too dismissive. “Sorry, I'm just reading about something really important.”
 
   As she heard her father heading out, she scrolled down to the next section of text:
 
   “It's believed,” she read out loud, “that the Olesun girls were killed by an escaped convict named Jonah Lund, who had a history of psychiatric problems and who had previously been convicted of a number of other murders. Lund was never located following the Olesun girls' deaths, but is believed to have fled into the hills near the farm, where he most likely died of exposure when winter set in. However, police were heavily criticized by the local community for failing to spend more time tracking him down, and for allowing him to be on the run in the first place. Local police chief Inspector Dennis Dybendal faced a great deal of pressure, but resisted calls for him to resign. Nevertheless, many locals expressed their displeasure with his handling of the case.”
 
   “No shit,” she muttered, scrolling down and finding a faded photo of the three girls on the page. “If they -”
 
   Freezing suddenly, she realized that she recognized the youngest of the girls. She told herself that she was just imagining things, that one eight-year-old looked much like any other, but as she stared at the image she felt a shiver pass through her chest as she realized it was the frozen little girl who'd scratched her face.
 
   “Sara Olesun,” she whispered, reading the text under the photo. “The only child whose body was never recovered.” She paused. “Wait, what?”
 
   Scrolling down the page, she reached the section on the discovery of the children.
 
   “On the morning of May 11th,” she read out loud, “the girls' father Henning Olesun went out at around eight in the morning to check on the girls after he found their bedrooms empty.” She paused, as another shiver passed through her body, before continuing to read: “He discovered the bodies of Elizabeth (16) and Kari (13) around the rear of the barn. They'd been attacked with an ax and there was a considerable amount of blood in and around the tent. A subsequent police examination determined that Elizabeth and Kari died from massive trauma and blood loss. Although the body of Sara (8) was not found, investigators believe she was abducted by the killer. For reasons that remain unclear, it appears that he took Sara from the scene, and he is assumed to have dumped her remains somewhere away from the farm.”
 
   Taking a deep breath, Paula tried to stay calm. She scrolled back up to the photo and stared at it for a moment, trying to convince herself that she was imagining the resemblance between the little girl Sara Olesun and the girl who'd scratched her face in the night. Deep down, however, she knew that it was the same girl.
 
   “I saw you,” she whispered, reaching up and touching the scratches on her face. “And you saw me.”
 
   In fact, she was so taken with the sight of Sara Olesun, that it took a moment longer before she realized that she recognized the middle of the three sisters as well. Although there were definitely some differences, she could tell that Kari – the girl with the white bandage over her face – was the girl she'd seen through the window the other night, the girl who seemed to have no eyes and who'd put her hand against the glass.
 
   Hearing a faint creaking sound on the stairs, she turned and looked out her bedroom door. There was no-one out there, of course, and she knew her father was at the supermarket.
 
   She waited.
 
   Another creak.
 
   A different step.
 
   Rushing up from the bed, she raced to the door and looked out.
 
   Nothing.
 
   She waited again.
 
   Silence.
 
   “Kari Olesun?” she called out, taking a step forward. “Elizabeth?”
 
   No reply.
 
   “Sara Olesun, are -”
 
   Before she could even finish, she heard a creak right over her shoulder. She spun around, but there was no sign of anyone. Still, she felt certain she was being watched, and now she was sure the frozen little girl hadn't been a figment of her imagination.
 
   Glancing at the mirror at the top of the stairs, she saw the scratches on her own face.
 
   “What do you want?” she whispered, looking back around in the hope of spotting something. “Why are you haunting this place?”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Fifteen
 
   1979
 
    
 
   “Sara!” Elizabeth shouted as she ran across the yard. “Where have you been?”
 
   “I was -” Pausing, the little girl looked back toward the barn. Although she remembered going into the lower level, and coming out again a little while later, she couldn't quite remember what had happened while she was inside. It was as if a kind of fog had entered her mind, but she told herself it must be unimportant if she'd forgotten already.
 
   “Have you seen Kari?” Elizabeth asked. “Sara, this is important. Where is Kari?”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Kari!” the voices called out, as a group of men walked across the fields, searching for the missing girl. “Kari Olesun! Kari!”
 
   “What are they doing?” Sara asked, as she and Elizabeth walked hand-in-hand along the edge of one of the fields. “They're never going to find her that way. Don't they know anything?”
 
   “We have to try this,” Elizabeth replied, as they reached a line of trees and picked their way through until they got to the next field and stopped for a moment. “She's been gone too long. It's one thing to be a few hours late, but she missed dinner. Kari's often late, but she never misses dinner.”
 
   Watching the distant figures for a moment, Sara finally narrowed her eyes slightly.
 
   “I know where she is,” she said calmly.
 
   “Where?” Looking down at her, Elizabeth frowned, before crouching in front of her sister. “Sara, if you know something, you have to tell me now, do you understand?”
 
   Sara paused, before shaking her head.
 
   “Do you think this is a game?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “So do you know something or not?”
 
   Sara paused again. “I know where Kari is.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   She shook her head.
 
   “Sara!”
 
   “I can't say.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “He made me promise not to tell anyone where he's staying!”
 
   “He -” Pausing, Elizabeth stared into her little sister's eyes for a moment and saw traces of doubt in her eyes “You're talking about the man you met in the forest, aren't you?”
 
   “Death.”
 
   “His name is Jonah Lund.”
 
   “No, his name's Death. He told me.”
 
   “No, that's just what he thinks it is,” Elizabeth continued, trying not to lose her patience. “Sara, you need to distinguish fact from fiction. Jonah Lund is a very sick man with some serious mental issues, and if you know where he is, we need to tell the police immediately. It's their job to track down people like him, and we just have to give them any help we can.” She paused again. “Do you really know where we can find him?”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “Oh God,” Elizabeth whispered, looking across the field for a moment before getting to her feet and trying to pull Sara with her as she set off. “We have to tell the others -”
 
   “No!” Sara shouted, slipping her hand free from her sister's grasp. “It's not allowed!”
 
   “Not allowed?”
 
   “I made a promise,” Sara replied, “and because of that, because he knows he can trust me, he told me some of his secrets, and they're big secrets, about really important things that you don't know about. It's okay, Elizabeth, everything's going to be fine. I can't tell you why, I just know.”
 
   “Does Jonah Lund have Kari?”
 
   “If -”
 
   “Does Jonah Lund have Kari?” Elizabeth shouted, stepping back toward Sara and grabbing her by the shoulders for a moment. “Talk to me! I swear to God, if you don't spit it out, I'll -”
 
   Pushing her away, Sara ran a few steps toward the line of trees and then stopped, turning back to her sister.
 
   “I'm sorry,” Elizabeth continued, wiping tears from her cheeks, “I didn't mean to scare you, but Sara, if you know anything at all, even if it seems like it might not be important, you have to -”
 
   “It'll be okay,” Sara replied, interrupting her. “I don't think he's going to do anything to Kari today.”
 
   “Today?”
 
   “Secrets,” the little girl continued with a grin. “He's just waiting to find out what he's forgotten, that's all.”
 
   “Dear Lord,” Elizabeth sighed, “give me strength.” Turning, she saw a couple of men on top of a nearby hill, continuing their search for Kari. “Over here!” she shouted, waving at them. “We need help!” She felt a pang of relief as she saw that the men had heard her and were already hurrying over, but that relief vanished as soon as she turned and realized that Sara was nowhere to be seen.
 
   Hurrying to the end of the line of trees, she looked around, and finally she spotted the little girl far away, already at the top of one of the other hills as she ran to the horizon.
 
   “Sara!” she shouted, just as her sister disappeared from view. “Oh God,” she added, taking a step forward as the other men reached her. “What are you up to now?”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Hello?” Sara called out as she approached the abandoned shed, finally stopping just before she reached the doorway. “Are you here?”
 
   She waited, but all she heard was silence.
 
   “Hello?” she said again, taking another step forward. “It's me, it's Sara Olesun. Don't worry, I'm alone. I know you said not to come and look for you, but...” She paused for a moment, wondering whether she was simply talking to emptiness. “I just wanted to come and see if you know where my sister is.”
 
   From inside the shed, there was a faint bump.
 
   “Can I come in?” she asked.
 
   Silence.
 
   “Please?”
 
   Again, silence.
 
   And then another bump.
 
   Stepping forward, Sara reached the door and peered into the dark shed. There wasn't much light, but she immediately saw the silhouette of a man at the far end, crouching down over something on the ground. As the man turned toward her, Sara could immediately see from the shape of his head that it was the same person she'd met down by the river the previous day.
 
   “Do you remember me?” she asked, taking another step forward.
 
   The man's silhouette didn't move, but a faint grunt came from the darkness. Somehow, Sara felt as if the air in the shed was different, denser and more pressured, almost as if she was on the verge of stepping into another world.
 
   “No-one followed me here,” she continued, “I swear, I was really, really careful. I even managed to slip away from Elizabeth. They're all out looking for my other sister Kari, and I think for you too, but they're going south from the farm because they think that's the way you went. I don't know why, but...” She paused for a moment, wondering why he wasn't saying anything when he'd been so talkative the last time they'd met. “I think they might come this way eventually,” she added cautiously. “Not because of me, but just because they're going to keep looking. You might want to find somewhere else to hide.”
 
   “I'm not hiding,” the man replied.
 
   “What are you doing, then?”
 
   “I'm working.”
 
   “On what?”
 
   There was a pause, before the man looked back down at the shape on the floor and reached for something. A moment later, Sara heard a faint gasp from the darkness, followed by a sickening squelching sound.
 
   “What are you doing?” she asked cautiously, taking another shuffling step forward.
 
   “Do I come to your home and ask you what you're doing?” he replied. “Do I ask you all sorts of questions?”
 
   “No, but...” She paused, listening to more squelching sounds coming from whatever the man was working on. “I just came to look for my sister. I thought maybe -”
 
   “Have some manners!”
 
   “But -”
 
   “You've got no right to be here,” the man said suddenly, interrupting her again. Getting to his feet, still silhouetted against the open door at the other end of the shed, he grabbed a rag and seemed to be wiping his hands, before stepping over something and making his way toward Sara. “I need to be left alone. I'm not good around people, when I'm around people I...” He paused, before glancing back into the barn for a moment. “I do things. There's something wrong with me. I should just be left alone until I can remember what I came here to do.”
 
   “I just want to know about my sister,” she replied, taking a step back as the man emerged from the shadows. There was blood on his hands, and on his shirt too, and his clothes seemed a little more ragged than before.
 
   “I already explained,” he continued, “that when the time is right, when I remember, everything's going to be okay. That time hasn't come yet. I think I was close earlier, but something interrupted me. Do you understand?”
 
   She nodded, unable to stop staring at his red-stained hands.
 
   “So you're wasting your time here,” he told her, “and you could have ended up accidentally leading someone right to me. If you'd done that, our agreement would have been null and void. You know what that means, don't you?”
 
   “I was really careful.”
 
   “You're a child,” he replied. “You can't be careful enough. I should never have talked to you in the first place.”
 
   She looked up at his face and saw that his expression seemed a little more serious today, as if he wasn't enjoying himself so much.
 
   “Have you seen my sister?” she asked finally, her voice sounding scrunched and nervous.
 
   “Would it matter if I had?”
 
   Peering past him, she saw that the dark shape on the floor wasn't moving.
 
   “You've got to trust me a little here,” the man continued. “I'm Death, after all. I think I've earned the right to a little respect, don't you? What are you, anyway? You're just a kid. Don't even think for one moment that you can give me advice or tell me what to do.” He paused for a moment, before frowning. “I just wish I could remember...”
 
   “Your name isn't Death.” She paused. “My sister said that maybe your name is really something different.”
 
   “She does?”
 
   Sara nodded.
 
   “What does she think my name is?”
 
   “Jonah. Jonah Lund.”
 
   He stared at her for a moment. “No,” he said finally. “Never heard it before. I'm Death.”
 
   “That's what I told her, but she insisted. She said your name is Jonah Lund and that you escaped from somewhere.”
 
   “Jonah Lund,” he replied. “Maybe I have heard that before, but I'm not sure whether...” He paused. “I need to be alone, so I can try to remember.”
 
   “But -”
 
   “You love your sister, don't you?”
 
   She nodded, before thinking for a moment. “I mean, Kari's stupid sometimes, but she's still my sister. Sometimes I think Elizabeth's my favorite, and I know I shouldn't say that, but it doesn't mean I don't want Kari to be okay too. Elizabeth's just more fun. Once, she started adding things to Kari's diary, just to wind her up. She likes doing things like that.” Looking past the man again, she desperately wanted to know what was on the floor at the far end of the barn, but she didn't dare ask. She was scared of the answer.
 
   “Well, you'll see her again,” he continued, “that's for sure. My name is Death, and I promise you, hand on heart, that you will see your sister Kari again.” With that, he placed a hand on his chest, directly over his heart. “I don't lie.”
 
   “So she's coming home?”
 
   “She's coming home. When the stars are aligned the right way.”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “It means you should run back to your other sister and tell her you just have to wait. Kari will be back when the forces of the universe deem the proper moment to have arrived, and even I don't have full control over that process. She'll be back not a second sooner, and not a second later, than the universe decides. If you or anyone else tries to force the issue, there will only be more bloodshed. I give you my word on that point, and my word is my bond.”
 
   Sara stared at him for a moment. “Okay,” she said finally, taking a step back. “I understand.”
 
   “You seem different,” he replied.
 
   “Do I?”
 
   “Has something changed since the last time I saw you?”
 
   Sara thought for a moment, before shaking her head.
 
   “There's a hint of darkness about you,” he continued.
 
   “I...” She paused, thinking back to the moment earlier in the day when she'd entered the lower part of the barn and heard the heartbeat. “I went somewhere I shouldn't,” she said finally.
 
   “And where might that have been?”
 
   “I went into our barn.”
 
   “Your -” He paused, with a hint of recognition in his eyes. “What barn?”
 
   “The one on Pappa's farm. It's a big barn, but there's on part that no-one's supposed to go into. But I did.”
 
   Staring at her, he seemed lost in thought for a moment.
 
   “Was that wrong?” she asked finally. “Do you think that's why I've changed?”
 
   “It might well be,” he replied. “Do you remember what happened to you while you were in there?”
 
   She shook her head.
 
   “I went into a barn once,” he continued, staring out across the fields. “Your family's farm... It's that one, isn't it?” He pointed toward the building that could be seen far away, almost as far as the horizon. “I've seen it before.”
 
   “That's Pappa's,” Sara replied. “It's the biggest farm for miles and miles.”
 
   “I swear I've...” Pausing, the man seemed momentarily mesmerized by the sight of the farm for a moment. “What was that name again? The one your sister mentioned?”
 
   “Jonah Lund.” She turned to him and raised a hand to protect her eyes a little from the sunlight. “Is it your name?”
 
   “I need to think,” he whispered, seemingly a little shocked. “I...” Glancing down at her, he almost seemed shocked to remember that she was around. “Go,” he said finally. “I need to be alone, I need to think. Don't come here again.”
 
   She nodded, before watching as he turned and headed back into the shadows. For a moment, she remained in place, craning her neck a little in the hope of seeing what he was working on. All she could make out, as he crouched down and the squelching sound began again, was a shape on the ground that looked about person-sized, as if it was someone who'd been rolled onto their side.
 
   “Go!” he shouted.
 
   Turning, she ran.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Sixteen
 
   Today
 
    
 
   It took a while, but eventually Paula found the three gravestones at the farthest end of the cemetery, almost as if they'd been hidden away.
 
   Standing next to the bare cherry tree, she looked down at the first stone:
 
    
 
   Elizabeth Olesun
 
   7. Januar 1963 til 17. Mai 1979
 
    
 
   Then the next:
 
    
 
   Kari Olesun
 
   8. February 1966 til 17. Mai 1979
 
    
 
   And finally the third:
 
    
 
   Sara Marie Olesun
 
   21. Januar 1971 til 17. Mai 1979
 
    
 
   She felt a shiver run down her spine as she thought of those three little girls down in the ground, and of the horrific night when they'd been murdered. And then, remembering why she'd come, she crouched down and laid flowers on each grave, just because she'd passed a florist's shop on the way to the cemetery and it had occurred to her that she should show her respect.
 
   “Hallo?” a voice called out suddenly, adding something in Norwegian.
 
   Turning, Paula saw that an old man was approaching, dressed in the black of a priest. He was limping, and his right leg appeared to have been replaced by a prosthetic attachment.
 
   “Oh,” she said, “I'm sorry, I don't speak Norwegian yet.”
 
   He smiled as he reached her. “English?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “I know who you are,” he continued, reaching out and shaking her hand. “You and your father have taken on the Bondalen farm, haven't you?”
 
   “That's right, but how -”
 
   “It's not so hard to put two and two together,” he told her. “A new face in town, plus you seem interested in...” His voice trailed off for a moment as he looked down at the graves. “I don't think anyone has ever laid flowers for them, at least not since the funeral. There are only two of them here, you know.”
 
   “There are?”
 
   “Elizabeth and Kari,” he continued, pointing first at one of the graves, then at the other, before turning to look down at the third. “Since they never found poor little Sara, we didn't really know what to do, but it felt wrong for her not to have a grave at all.”
 
   “Of course,” Paula replied. “I read that, but I'd forgotten.”
 
   “They were such sweet children.”
 
   “Did you know them?”
 
   “I've been the priest here for a long time,” he continued. “My name is Martin Skallen, and yes, I remember all three of the Olesun girls. Back then, people were a little quicker to call on the local priest in times of trouble, sometimes even before they called for the police. I always tried my best, but...” His voice trailed off for a moment. “Little Kari Olesun, she was...”
 
   “She was what?” Paula asked.
 
   “They say every man of faith faces one true test in his life,” he replied, staring at Kari's grave as if he was remembering something horrific. “I think I've had more than my fair share. She was one of them.”
 
   She waited for him to continue, but the memory seemed to be almost too much for him.
 
   “What that girl went through,” he added, with a hint of tears in his eyes, “made me...” He turned and looked back at the church for a moment. “I don't mind admitting that I questioned some of my deepest beliefs that day, after seeing what had been done to her. That God would put such monsters among us seemed... incompatible with the idea of a just and good world.”
 
   “She lost her eyes, didn't she?” Paula asked.
 
   Turning back to her, he nodded. “She had other injuries, too.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “I'd rather not discuss the details.”
 
   “But -”
 
   “Please,” he added, “let's just... Leave some things in the past. That farm stood empty for so long after the Olesuns left, I started to think it was never be used again. Every time I drove past, I'd see it all boarded up and empty, and it reminded me of what happened. There was some disagreement about whether it should be sold, but I for one was so glad to hear that a new family would be moving in.”
 
   “It's just me and my father,” she told him.
 
   “No children?”
 
   She shook her head.
 
   “Well, one step at a time,” he continued. “The important thing is that when I drove past last night, I saw there were lights on in the farmhouse, and that was a good thing. The house itself was starting to look like a tombstone, and I'm sure I wasn't the only one who felt that way. The whole town has lived under the shadow of what happened to the Olesuns, but at least now...”
 
   “You can try to forget?”
 
   “Not forget,” he replied, “but move on.”
 
   “I looked online but I didn't find much about what happened,” she continued. “In Britain, something like that would be all over the papers, but it's as if it barely merited more than a few mentions here.”
 
   “We do things differently,” he replied, “especially in this town. Some of us get together for coffee a few times a week, and we talk about current events, and when difficult matters arise we decide how they should be handled...” He paused for a moment. “Well, you know how it is. Sometimes, things just need to be dealt with internally, without attracting the attention of the outside world. You're new to the area, but trust me, it's better to go with the flow rather than causing a fuss. Don't go digging into things.”
 
   “I get it,” she told him. “But still, if some girls were murdered -”
 
   “There's nothing to worry about,” he told her, as if he'd anticipated her next point. “This is a small town and we look after each other. The situation surrounding the Olesun girls' death was dealt with.”
 
   “The few reports I found said that no-one was arrested.”
 
   “Not officially,” he replied, “but... Everyone knows that the situation was dealt with and that the culprit poses no further danger to the people of this town. Jonah Lund is long gone.” He smiled, patting her on the back before turning to head back to the church, limping on his fake right leg. “You'll just have to get used to the fact that things are done a little differently around here. We do what's best for the town, and people trust us to make the right decisions. You're perfectly safe.”
 
   “But -”
 
   Pausing, she watched as he made his way through the snow, and she realized that she was unlikely to get any straight answers. She turned and looked back down at the three graves, and particularly at Sara's, which she now knew to be empty. Whatever else the local men might have achieved with their attempts to keep the town safe, they clearly hadn't been able to help the Olesun sisters.
 
   “Rest in peace,” she whispered, before turning to start the walk home. As she left the cemetery, she failed to notice that the priest was watching her from one of the church's windows.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Seventeen
 
   1979
 
    
 
   “I can't think about it,” whispered Elena, the girls' mother, as she sat sobbing at the dining table. “It's dark now, she must be in trouble!”
 
   “She's probably just at a friend's house,” replied Henning, putting an arm around her. “When she gets back, we'll give her merry hell about this. That girl has always had a rebellious streak, but she's gone too far this time.”
 
   “She's not at a friend's house,” Elizabeth whispered to Sara as they stood in the doorway. “She doesn't have any friends. You know what Kari's like, she annoys everyone she meets!”
 
   “Don't worry,” Sara replied calmly, “she'll be back soon.”
 
   “You don't know that.”
 
   “I do,” Sara continued. “I mean I can feel it, deep down. Everything's going to be okay, he told -” She stopped herself before she could say any more, but she already knew she'd said too much.
 
   “He told you?” Elizabeth replied.
 
   “I just -”
 
   “You did talk to that man again,” she continued, crouching down so she could look her little sister in the eye. “You little liar, you told me you didn't!”
 
   “I'm sorry, I -”
 
   “Out with it,” Elizabeth added. “No more fooling around, Sara. You have to tell the truth, and all of it, right now. If you spoke to him, that means you know where he is!”
 
   “I can't say.”
 
   “Not even for Kari?”
 
   Sara thought about this for a moment, before shaking her head.
 
   “Do you want me to tell Mamma and Pappa?” Elizabeth asked. “If they find out that you're keeping secrets, you'll be in a lot of trouble, so you need to let me know what's going on.”
 
   “Kari's coming back soon,” Sara replied, keeping her voice low so that their parents wouldn't overhear. “He promised, and I know he wouldn't lie. Trust me!”
 
   “Trust you?” Elizabeth continued. “You're just a -”
 
   Before she could finish, they both heard a scream from outside.
 
   “It's her!” their mother shouted, springing up from her chair and racing to the door, with their father right behind.
 
   “That didn't sound like Kari,” Elizabeth said, hurrying after them. “Sara, wait inside!”
 
   Ignoring the order, Sara followed them all out into the darkened yard, and she immediately saw that a couple of other people were over by the barn, tending to someone down on the ground.
 
   “Kari!” the girls' mother screamed as she ran to help.
 
   As Sara caught up, she found that people were crowding around Kari, who was slumped on the grass. The little girl pushed past as many people as possible, struggling to get to the front so she could see that her sister was okay, but she stopped when she saw that Kari's arm was bloodied and covered in long, deep cuts.
 
   “Oh God,” their mother said suddenly, stepping back and then fainting.
 
   “It's okay,” Elizabeth said, kneeling next to Kari and putting a hand on her shoulder, before rolling her over, “everything -”
 
   Another scream rang out as they all saw the gaping, bloodied holes where Kari's eyes had once been.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “She's resting,” Doctor Steiner said, visibly shocked as he emerged from the front room and found the rest of the family waiting in the kitchen. “There's not much more I can do. We just have to pray that she makes it through the night.”
 
   “The Lord is watching over us,” added Father Michael Skallen, as he sat with Elena Olesun and tried to offer her some comfort. “He won't let the poor child suffer.”
 
   “What happened to her?” Elena asked, her eyes filled with tears as she looked up at the doctor. “Please, you have to tell me...”
 
   “Her eyes are gone,” he replied uneasily, “and there's no... I mean, there's absolutely nothing that can be done to fix that. I did locate her eyeballs, they were in another part of her body, so I removed them and...” He looked down at the small, blood-stained cloth bag in his left hand. “I'll dispose of them.”
 
   “Is there any other damage?” Elena asked.
 
   He nodded.
 
   “Where?”
 
   “All over. She was subjected to a brutal assault.” He turned to the priest. “You might like to offer some extra prayers tonight, Father Skallen. The girl will need all the help she can get if-” Before he could finish, Henning Olesun came storming through from the back room, already loading his rifle.
 
   “Where are you going?” Elena asked.
 
   “Where do you think?” he replied, grabbing his coat and heading to the front door. “I'm going to find the bastard who did this and finish him off.”
 
   “No,” she continued as he made his way outside, “please, stay! I don't want -”
 
   Ignoring his wife, Henning slammed the door.
 
   “Did he...” Elena turned back to the doctor. “What I mean is, was Kari... Did he hurt her in that way?”
 
   “Please don't ask me for specifics,” Doctor Steiner replied. “I shall prepare a report for the police, but I don't see there's any need for the family to know exactly what happened. Let's just say that she's going to need a lot of help if she's to recover. In some respects, she might not be herself again and -” Glancing at Elizabeth and Sara, he paused for a moment before turning back to the other adults. “Perhaps we shouldn't talk about these things while young ears are listening.”
 
   “Get out of here,” Elena said, turning to the children. “Go on! Go to your rooms!”
 
   “But Mamma -” Elizabeth began, her voice trembling with fear.
 
   “Go!” she shouted.
 
   “Come on,” Elizabeth continued, taking Sara by the hand and leading her to the hallway, and then up the creaking stairs.
 
   “I told you she'd come back,” Sara whimpered, her eyes filled with tears. “He promised he'd send her back to us.” She waited for a reply, but she felt as if in some way Elizabeth blamed her for what had happened. “At least she's alive,” she added finally, as they reached the door to her bedroom. “That's what's important, isn't it? She -”
 
   Hearing a muffled scream from downstairs, she stopped and looked back across the landing.
 
   “Doctor Steiner's going to take care of her,” Elizabeth said, shepherding Sara into one of the rooms.
 
   “Why's she screaming?” Sara asked.
 
   “I think she just woke up for a moment. It'll take some time for her to come to terms with what's happened to her.”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “It means...” Shutting the door, she led Sara to the bed and sat her down. Taking a seat next to her, she paused for a moment, her whole body trembling with shock and rage.
 
   Sara watched her for a moment, waiting for her to say something, but finally realizing that something seemed very wrong. She felt as if everyone was very upset, and slowly she was starting to understand that it might be her fault that the man in the shed had been able to do such horrible things to Kari without anyone stopping him.
 
   “Are you mad at me?” she whispered.
 
   At first, Elizabeth didn't seem to have even heard her. She simply sat and stared straight ahead, as if she was playing certain images through her mind over and over again.
 
   “Are you?” Sara asked, with tears in her eyes. “Please don't be mad at me. It's not really my fault!”
 
   Slowly, Elizabeth turned to her. “Her life is never going to be okay. Despite everything people say, telling each other that Kari can overcome things... That's all a lie. She can't overcome it. She can stumble along, she can pretend, but we all know it's true.”
 
   “I didn't do anything! I didn't know it was her when I...” Pausing, she realized that when she was up at the barn, the dark shape on the floor must have been Kari.
 
   “She's never going to be able to see again,” Elizabeth pointed out, “and there are other things she won't be able to do too. That man, your new friend...” She paused, as if she was trying to decide how much to tell her little sister. “I'm not going to shield you from the truth, not anymore. You need to know what's happened, so you can decide for yourself whether you're going to tell me where to find this man.” She paused again. “It's not just her eyes that he took. He cut other parts of her, Sara. He mutilated her in ways that mean she'll never be able to... do things that people usually do when they get older. She won't be able to have children, for example. And that's sad, isn't it?”
 
   Sara thought about it for a moment, before nodding.
 
   “And you want the man who did this to be brought to justice, don't you?”
 
   Sara nodded again.
 
   “So to help that happen fast, and to make sure that no-one else suffers the same way as Kari, you need to tell me right now where to find him.”
 
   Sara thought about this latest idea, but finally she shook her head.
 
   “Sara -”
 
   “He told me,” she replied, her voice filled with frustration. “He said everything would be okay eventually, and he told me that even when people die, it's not always a terrible thing, because then they go to heaven and they get to be happy forever.”
 
   “Oh God,” Elizabeth said with a sigh, “are you really so foolish?”
 
   “He told me you wouldn't understand!”
 
   “Sara, I'm trying to talk to you as an adult. You're eight years old, but you have to listen to me -”
 
   “I am, but you're not listening to me!”
 
   “For God's sake,” Elizabeth muttered, getting to her feet and heading to the door, “I can't talk to you right now. If you're not going to do the right thing for Kari and the rest of us, I don't think I can stand to be around you.”
 
   “But Elizabeth -”
 
   “Think about it,” she replied, stopping as she reached the landing and turning back to look at her. Downstairs, Kari could be heard still sobbing. “Think about what your actions have already achieved. One of your sisters is down there with life-changing injuries, and the man responsible is still out there, and no-one knows who might be next. Unless you're going to do the right thing and tell us everything you know, you might as well go to...” She paused, as if she was trying to decide whether to finish the sentence. “You might as well go to hell.”
 
   “Please,” Sara whimpered, “try to understand...”
 
   “This is your fault,” Elizabeth told her, “and I swear to God, Sara, I don't think I can ever forgive you for it. Not ever.” Heading to her room, she slammed the door shut.
 
   “It's not my fault,” Sara sobbed. “He promised me everything was going to be okay...”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Eighteen
 
   Today
 
    
 
   “So if ghosts are real,” John said, struggling to lift the large metallic tube from the floor of the shed's upper level, “why, after thousands of years, does no-one have even a shred of proof?”
 
   “Can we just drop it?” Paula replied, grabbing the other end of the tube and helping him.
 
   “Come on,” he continued, “you always love talking about ghosts. Lately, anyway. I'm genuinely interested.”
 
   “I've gone off the topic,” she muttered, as they carried the tube out of the shadows and into a patch of sunlight by the shed door, where the laid it down. “What is this thing, anyway?”
 
   “No idea,” he told her, still a little out of breath as he took a step back. “I don't know what half this stuff is. The estate agent included a basic inventory, but there's so much other equipment, and I can't work out where to begin. Most of it's probably from the seventies, so I guess I can throw it out, but...” He paused, eying Paula with a hint of suspicion. “So what's wrong? Why are you suddenly not interested in talking about ghosts?”
 
   She stared down at the metal tube. “It's not so much fun when they're real,” she whispered.
 
   “What's that? Stop with all the mumbling.”
 
   “Nothing,” she sighed, looking back toward the farmhouse and feeling a shudder at the thought of what might be in there. Seeing the windows above the front door, she imagined something standing there calmly, watching her every move.
 
   “I went to the diner, by the way,” he told her. “I swear, I felt like it was an interview. There was a priest, and a doctor, and all these big-wigs from the local town, and they were asking me questions about my life and about why we came here. The whole thing was friendly enough, but they're not very good at making people feel welcome.”
 
   Instead of answering, Paula kept watching the house, waiting for even the faintest hint of movement in one of the windows.
 
   “I'm going to see what this thing does,” her father continued, heading to a large, ominous-looking device with several blades on the side, before stopping and taking some keys from his pocket. “Make yourself useful, Paula,” he added, tossing the keys at her. “Go round the back of the shed and take a look in the storage room. You can't miss the door, it's red. If there are some wrenches in there, and there should be, bring them through, yeah?”
 
   “Sure,” she replied, making her way out into the yard, although she couldn't stop staring at the farmhouse.
 
   “And Paula?”
 
   She turned to him.
 
   “Try to be a little more enthusiastic, okay?” He started examining the blades on the machine. “Success if 50% luck and 50% attitude.”
 
   Without even bothering to reply, she made her way along the length of the barn, taking care not to slip on the icy path her father had shoveled clear earlier in the morning. Snow was still falling heavily, and as she reached the head of the barn and made her way around, she couldn't help but notice that the road was mostly free of snow. A faint smile crossed her lips as she thought of Sebastian's snowplow rumbling past in the dead of night, with his heated cab and his radio blasting and his flask of coffee. She figured he was probably fast asleep by now, ready for another shift in the evening.
 
   When she got to the other side of the shed, she made her way past the spot where she'd had the encounter with the frozen girl, and finally she spotted a small, rotting red door set into the barn's white wall. The lock was old and rusty, and it took a moment before she found the right key; even then, the door seemed to have twisted and warped in its frame, so she had to really pull on the damn thing before she managed to get it open. Taking a step back, she peered inside and saw a small, shelf-lined room with a few rusty old pieces of metal shoved to one side. Not the most inspiring sight in the world.
 
   And then she heard someone laughing.
 
   Turning, she looked across toward the snowy field, half-expecting to see some local children playing.
 
   She waited, but the only movement came from the snow that continued to drift down.
 
   Telling herself not to dwell, she stepped into the storeroom and started examining the items on the shelves. Most of them were just random-looking pieces of rusty metal, with thick cobwebs having built up over the years. Finding a piece of faded yellow newspaper, she picked it up and saw, beneath some text she didn't understand, a photo of a plump-looking man smiling as he held up what appeared to be a trophy of some sort. Checking the date, she saw that the paper was from 1979. She set it back down and made her way to the far end of the storeroom, but there was no sign of any wrenches.
 
   “Dead-end,” she muttered to herself, turning to leave before spotting something etched into the concrete floor.
 
   Stepping closer, she leaned down and saw that three names had been written in the concrete, probably back when it was first laid: Sara, Kari and Elizabeth. The first two names were written in the same large, loopy writing, while Elizabeth was clearly a little different. It was hard to imagine those three little girls playing at the farm all those years ago, and she felt a shiver pass through her chest at the thought of them happily running around the place before the night in May 1979 when their lives had come to a brutal and violent end. Leaning down, she ran a finger through the ridges of the name Sara and realized that it had most likely been made using a fingertip, long ago.
 
   “Hey,” she whispered, “did you -”
 
   Suddenly she heard a loud banging sound from outside, followed by a cry of pain. She froze, staring at the door, telling herself that she was hearing things again.
 
   “Paula!” her father shouted, his voice sounding tense. “Hurry!”
 
   “Shit!” she said, realizing that he'd been the one screaming.
 
   Scrambling out of the storeroom and not even bothering to lock the door, she raced around the side of the barn. She slipped on the ice at one point, landing hard on her shoulder and slithering across the ice, but she quickly picked herself up and ran around to the front of the barn.
 
   “Dad!” she shouted, as she reached the main door. “Dad, what -”
 
   Stopping suddenly, she saw blood.
 
   Blood everywhere.
 
   Her father was on the floor, trying to get to his feet as he clutched his left arm. One entire side of his body was covered in blood, and he let out a pained groan as he turned and then dropped down onto the concrete.
 
   “Oh my God!” Paula shouted, running to him and dropping to her knees. “What happened?” Looking up, she saw that the blades of the machine were bloodied, and that they seemed to have moved down toward the floor.
 
   “It's okay,” he gasped, trying to get to his feet, “it's just -” Before he could finish, he slumped down against her, and as she lowered him to the ground, she realized that he'd passed out with fresh blood still pouring from a series of thick wounds on his upper arm and torso.
 
   “Dad!” she shouted, slapping the side of his face in a desperate attempt to get him to wake up. “Dad! I'm going to get help! Can you hear me? Dad!”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Paula Ridley?”
 
   Getting to her feet in the hospital corridor, she hurried to the door and shook the doctor's outstretched hand. “How is he?”
 
   “Do you want me to speak in English?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “He's doing as well as can be expected,” the doctor replied, as he gestured for her to follow him into the next corridor. “He lost a lot of blood, suffered some muscle and nerve damage, and he's going to have to stay in for a while. We have him sedated for now, but that's mainly because of the pain and shock. We'll probably bring him around tomorrow afternoon, if everything goes according to plan.”
 
   “So he's not in danger? I mean, he's not going...” Her voice trailed off for a moment.
 
   “He's lucky. From what the police told us about the accident, it sounds like it could have been much worse.”
 
   “I don't know what he was doing,” she continued, feeling as if she was about to fall apart at any moment, but somehow managing to hold herself together. “There was this machine, and he was fiddling with it, and it's like the blades suddenly just sliced down.”
 
   “You saw the accident?”
 
   “I heard it.”
 
   “I think he'll probably be kept in until next week,” the doctor continued. “With wounds like this, we don't want to take any chances.”
 
   As they reached the intensive care unit where her father was being kept, Paula looked through a glass window and saw a figure in one of the beds, with bandages covering one side of his body and various tubes and wires running to nearby machines. It took a moment before she realized that it was him, that the man in the bed was her father.
 
   “Oh God,” she whispered, suddenly feeling a little faint.
 
   “Do you have someone you can stay with?” the doctor asked.
 
   “Stay with?”
 
   “While your father's here. You indicated earlier that it's just you and him living alone.”
 
   “I...” She paused, staring at her father in the bed. “I'm fine.”
 
   “But if -”
 
   “I'm okay” she replied, turning to the doctor. “Don't worry, I'll be fine.”
 
   “You can go in and see him if you want,” the doctor continued, opening the door, “but not for too long. And don't be worried about the fact that he doesn't answer. Like I told you, he's heavily sedated, so he's not going to respond to any kind of external stimulation.”
 
   “Thank you,” she replied, as she stepped into the quiet, calm room and made her way over to the bed. Up close, the plethora of equipment seemed to make everything worse, as if it was reminding her just how serious her father's injuries had been. There was a moment, back while she was waiting for the ambulance to arrive and the bleeding had just kept going, when she'd wondered for a few horrific seconds whether she was about to lose her second parent in the space of two years.
 
   Stopping by the bed, she looked down at his sleeping face.
 
   “Oh, you idiot,” she whispered, feeling a rush of shock passing through her body. “I told you, I told you that you were messing with something you didn't understand. I knew something like this...” She paused for a moment. “I didn't know it'd be this bad, but I knew you'd get yourself in trouble somehow. What the hell were you thinking? Why did you have to go messing around with all that equipment?”
 
   She stopped suddenly, before reaching down and taking his hand. For a moment, with tears streaming down her face, all she could do was stare at him, as if she was in shock.
 
   “Please don't die,” she added finally, leaning down and kissing his forehead. “Please, you dumbass, don't die.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Nineteen
 
   1979
 
    
 
   Smiling, Sara reached down and used a fingertip to write her name in the cement that her father had just finished laying in the storeroom at the back of the shed.
 
   “Your turn,” she said, looking up at Elizabeth.
 
   “You can write mine,” her sister replied dourly.
 
   “No, you have to do it!”
 
   Sighing, Elizabeth got down on her knees and quickly added her name, before wiping her finger clean on her apron.
 
   “We should get Kari,” Sara added.
 
   “I don't think Kari's in the mood.”
 
   “It might cheer her up!”
 
   At this, Elizabeth turned and glared at her.
 
   “I'll do her name, then,” Sara continued, reaching down and writing Kari in the cement. “There,” she added, sitting back and admiring her work. She forced a smile, hoping that somehow, if she smiled and acted normal, everything would be okay.
 
   “You don't get it, do you?” Elizabeth asked after a moment.
 
   “Don't get what?” Turning, she saw that her older sister was staring at her with an expression of disgust.
 
   “Come on,” Elizabeth said finally, grabbing her hand and pulling her out of the storeroom. “It's time to show you something.”
 
   “I want to play!” Sara shouted.
 
   “Tough! If you won't listen to reason, I'm just going to have to shock you into doing the right thing!”
 
   “I don't want to!”
 
   “Tough!” Elizabeth shouted, dragging her across the yard. “It's time for you to face the truth!”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Hey,” Elizabeth whispered as she led Sara, still by the hand, into Kari's hushed, quiet bedroom. “It's us. Are you awake?”
 
   On the bed, Kari lay with a thick white bandage covering the top half of her face, while there were small plasters and in some cases stitches on the rest of her body. Most of her ravaged flesh had been left bare, so that the cuts could heal, but there were thick bandages around her waist and crotch, and her arms and legs were out at either side, hanging over the edge of the bed.
 
   “I don't want to see her,” Sara hissed, pulling on Elizabeth's hand in an attempt to get free. “Let me go!”
 
   “No,” Elizabeth said firmly, pushing the door shut. “You have to see.”
 
   “I don't want to,” Sara continued, her voice becoming a whine as she tried even harder to get out of Elizabeth's grip. Finally, in desperation, she leaned closer and tried to bite Elizabeth's hand, only for her sister to slap the side of her face hard enough to make her recoil in shock.
 
   “Don't be a baby!”
 
   With tears in her eyes, Sara stared up at Elizabeth, unable to believe what had just happened. Her mother had spanked her plenty of times when she was younger, but Elizabeth had never, ever shown any hint of using violence before.
 
   “I can hear you,” Kari said suddenly from the bed, her voice sounding harsh and dry, as if every word was an effort. “Sara, if you want to go, just go. You don't have to be here.”
 
   “See?” Sara said, turning toward the door before stopping as she felt Elizabeth's hand on her shoulder.
 
   “You're staying,” Elizabeth said firmly. “You're seeing what you friend did to our sister. Don't make me force you, because so help me God, I will.”
 
   Turning slowly, Sara looked over at Kari and, for the first time, realized the extent of her middle sister's injuries. For a moment, she thought back to when she'd gone to the barn the previous day and the man had been working on something. She'd heard a squelching sound, and she'd seen blood on his hands, and now it was clear that Kari had been his project at the time. Although she wanted to turn and run, to pretend that none of this had ever happened, she also knew that Elizabeth blamed her, and she'd learned over the years that Elizabeth was usually right about things. Still, this time, Elizabeth didn't know all the things the man had said, so obviously she didn't understand why everything – even pain – was okay.
 
   “Come closer,” Elizabeth whispered, leading a reluctant Sara around to the far side of the bed.
 
   “What are you doing?” Kari asked.
 
   “She needs to see.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because...” Elizabeth paused, as if she was on the verge of telling Kari everything. “Because she's eight years old,” she said finally, “and because I don't think she gets it yet.”
 
   “I get it,” Sara said, trying once again to slip her hand away from Elizabeth's grip. “Can I go now?”
 
   “Let her leave,” Kari continued. “You can both leave, I...” She paused for a moment. “I want to be alone.”
 
   “I need to take the bandage off your face,” Elizabeth told her.
 
   “No!” Sara said firmly, starting to panic.
 
   “Why do you want to do that?” Kari asked.
 
   “To show her,” Elizabeth continued. “Trust me.”
 
   Kari remained silent for a moment. “Okay,” she said finally, her voice trembling slightly.
 
   “Please no,” Sara whimpered, trying to pull back, “I don't want to -”
 
   “Look!” Elizabeth hissed, pushing the girl forward with enough force to slam her into the side of the bed. Grabbing her by the back of the neck, she gripped her tightly for a moment. “I swear to God, Sara Marie Olesun, you are going to see what he did to her!”
 
   “You're hurting me,” the little girl whined, close to tears.
 
   “I'll hurt you more if you try to run,” Elizabeth replied, before letting go and reaching down to start gently unsticking the bandage that was covering Kari's nose, eyes and forehead. “Let me know if it hurts,” she continued. “It'll only be for a moment, okay? I just... I need her to see the truth.”
 
   “Okay,” Kari whispered, her voice barely audible at all.
 
   Without saying another word, Elizabeth worked calmly to unfasten the bandages from the pieces of tape, and finally she lifted it to expose a second, smaller piece of white gauze that had been left to soak up blood from Kari's eye-sockets. Beneath the criss-crossed pattern of the gauze, two dark holes could just about be made out.
 
   “No,” Sara whispered, taking a step back, before turning to run out of the room. “No!”
 
   Grabbing the little girl's arm, Elizabeth yanked her back and then grabbed her head, forcing her to turn and look.
 
   “No!” Sara shouted, biting Elizabeth's arm.
 
   “Look!” her older sister hissed, thrusting her toward the bed again and ignoring the continued bite, even as blood began to dribble down her arm. “For God's sake, Sara, look at what that man did!”
 
   With her teeth still locked around Elizabeth's arm, Sara stared in wide-eyed horror at the two cavernous dark holes that were just about visible beneath the gauze. She froze for a moment, with tears in her eyes, as she tried to comprehend the horror, and as she thought back to the squelching sound that she now realized must have been when the man had been working on Kari's face.
 
   “Keep looking,” Elizabeth continued, holding Sara in place with one arm while reaching over and taking hold of the edge of the gauze. Slowly, she peeled it back to show the full ruination of Kari's face, with black, empty eye-sockets that had been scraped clean of flesh at the edges, revealing bloodied bone, almost as if part of her skull was starting to push through. Her nose had also been cut away, leaving behind just the stump and two air-holes.
 
   Sara's eyes widened even further, as if to let in the horror she was seeing.
 
   “The man you know as Death,” Elizabeth said with a faint tremor in her voice, as if she was struggling to stay strong, “did this to your sister. While she was awake, too. And he did it because he's a monster, a monster that you're helping to protect right now, Sara. The men have been out for hours, but they can't find a trace of him.”
 
   “No,” Sara whimpered, with tears running down her cheeks. “It's not my fault!”
 
   “It's not,” Kari whispered. “It...” She paused for a moment. “Every time someone takes off the bandage, I expect to be able to see at least some light, but... It's just darkness. There's never going to be anything but darkness ever again, is there?”
 
   “Do you remember it all?” Elizabeth asked. “When he was doing it to you, I mean.”
 
   At first, no answer came.
 
   “Some of it,” Kari said finally.
 
   “Tell her,” Elizabeth continued. “Sara needs to know.”
 
   “I remember...” Kari paused for a moment. “He talked a lot, but I'm not sure what he said. All the words faded away, but I remember the way he...”
 
   Waiting for Kari to continue, Sara stared with tear-filled eyes.
 
   “His breath was hot,” Kari said finally, “and it stank. I felt his breath all over my body. It was like he was examining me. Later I felt...” Another pause, as her empty sockets stared up at the ceiling. “I felt a blade against my skin,” she continued, her voice starting to crack a little, “at first just rubbing gently, but then he began to push it harder and I felt it slicing into me. It stung, and then he went deeper and deeper with every pass, just taking pieces...” She reached down and ran her hands over her bare belly, letting her fingertips brush against the stitches and bandages. “I thought he was going to take all my skin.”
 
   “Are you listening?” Elizabeth whispered in Sara's ear. “Are you listening to every word she says?”
 
   Without replying, Sara stared at Kari's face, unable to stop looking at her empty eye-sockets.
 
   “It lasted hours,” Kari continued. “He didn't stop, he just kept finding new ways to...” She paused. “He cut me. He cut things off, he sliced, he gouged and dug -”
 
   “It's okay,” Elizabeth said, reaching out and putting a hand on her shoulder, “if it's too much, we can finish another time.”
 
   “I felt blood running down what was left of my skin,” Kari continued, as if she was barely even aware of the others now and was lost in her own memories. “I felt his hot breath against my skin still, snorting as if he was laughing. I wanted him to end it, I wanted to die, I know that's wrong and that God must hate me, but I was just begging the man to get it over with. I don't know if I was saying it out loud or if it was just in my head, but I wanted to be released from all the pain. And then...”
 
   She fell silent for a moment.
 
   “And then what?” Elizabeth whispered.
 
   Sara stayed frozen, staring at Kari's face.
 
   “And then...” Kari continued. “He only stopped once. There was something else, another voice...”
 
   “Someone else was there?” Elizabeth asked, shocked by the idea.
 
   “He was talking to her,” Kari replied. “I heard him, and I heard her too. They were saying...”
 
   Slowly, Sara began to shake her head.
 
   “You're a child,” Kari whispered. “He told her she had to understand, and then I heard him telling her that he knew about the farm.” She paused. “That's what he said to her.”
 
   “To who?” Elizabeth asked.
 
   “Please,” Sara whispered, with tears streaming down her face. “Please, no...”
 
   “And she left,” Kari added, with a hint of anger rising in her voice.
 
   “Who left?” Elizabeth asked. “Kari, if there was someone else -”
 
   Suddenly Kari turned her head until she was facing Sara.
 
   “No,” Sara whimpered, trying to pull away but held in place by Elizabeth's hands on her shoulders.
 
   “Why did you leave me there?” Kari asked, as blood ran from her empty eye-sockets. “I heard you! I remember now, you were there!”
 
   “Sara,” Elizabeth continued, looking down at her little sister with an expression of utter shock, “is that true?”
 
   “No,” Sara replied, “I mean, I -”
 
   “Why didn't you help me?” Kari shouted, suddenly lurching off the bed and lunging at Sara, landing against her and pushing her down to the wooden floor before landing on top of her. Leaning her bloodied face closer as Sara began to scream, Kari seemed to be staring straight into the little girl's eyes with her large, empty sockets. “Why didn't you help me?” she screamed. “Why didn't you do anything?”
 
   “Get off her,” Elizabeth begged, trying to pull Kari up.
 
   “Why did you leave me there?” Kari shouted, putting her hands on Sara's throat as she leaned so close that the exposed parts of her skull were pressing against the little girl's face. “Look at me! Look what he did!”
 
   Screaming, Sara started trying to push away, punching at Kari's chest in a desperate attempt to get free. Reaching up, she put a hand on her face and tried to force her back, but after a moment her fingertips slipped into the empty eye-sockets.
 
   “Leave her alone!” Elizabeth shouted, slipping her hands under Kari's arms and hauling her back onto the bed. “She's just a child!” she added, pushing Kari firmly back down onto the sheets.
 
   “She was there!” Kari hissed, her whole body trembling with rage as her voice began to break into a series of sobs. “She didn't help me! Why didn't she help me?”
 
   Turning to see that Sara had run out of the room, Elizabeth climbed off the bed. “I'll be back to put your bandages on again,” she replied, before hurrying after Sara.
 
   “What is going on in here?” their mother shouted, hurrying in from the garden.
 
   Ignoring her, Elizabeth raced to the hallway and then out to the yard, where she saw Sara running past the barn. Hurrying to catch up to her, Elizabeth finally caught up and then pulled her back, forcing the terrified little girl to face her.
 
   “Now do you see?” she asked firmly, crouching down to look Sara in the eyes, as they both heard Kari screaming from the farmhouse. “Do you get it now? Do you understand why you have to tell us where we can find this monster before someone else ends up like Kari?”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty
 
   Today
 
    
 
   “Jesus,” Paula muttered as she dropped the soaking wet rag onto the barn's concrete floor and watched as water mixed with her father's spilled blood. Some of the blood began to spread through little rivulets that ran through the concrete's pattern, and a moment later Paula felt something wet on her knee.
 
   Getting to her feet, she saw that she already had blood on her jeans and her hands.
 
   “I can't do this,” she whispered, taking a step back as she felt tears building behind her eyes. “I can't...”
 
   Turning, she took a few steps out toward the yard before stopping as she saw the farmhouse. For a moment, she felt absolutely certain that something was watching her from inside. She wanted to stop cleaning and go in, to just take her mind off things by watching a movie, but at the same time she didn't like the idea of being alone in the house. Figuring that she could delay going inside for a while longer, she picked the best of the two bad options and knelt back in the watery blood, ready to finish wiping away the mess from her father's accident.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “No, I'm okay,” she said a few hours later, sitting in the dining room and eating a bowl of pasta while she talked to her friend Jane online. “It was just a shock, that's all.”
 
   “Your Dad's mental,” Jane replied over the video-link. “What kind of machine was it, anyway?”
 
   “I don't know, something with big blades and rust everywhere. I think it's to do with cutting corn.” She paused for a moment, thinking back to the moment when she'd found him on the floor, with all that blood everywhere. “It cut this really big slice into his arm,” she continued, “like, almost enough to take the damn thing all the way off. And it got him in other places too, like all the way down the left side of his body. From what the doctor said, it's a miracle he -”
 
   Hearing a bump from upstairs, she looked up at the ceiling.
 
   “What was that?” Jane asked.
 
   “Did you hear it too?”
 
   “What was it?”
 
   Paula looked over at the window for a moment, and at the darkness outside, before turning back to the laptop screen. “Nothing,” she said finally. “It's just an old wooden house, so it creaks at night. You know, wood expanding and contracting with the temperature, there's really a proper scientific -”
 
   She heard the bump again, and again she couldn't help looking up at the ceiling.
 
   “That would creep me the hell out,” Jane said. “Seriously, are you alone in there?”
 
   “Yeah,” Paula whispered, still watching the ceiling, waiting for another bump.
 
   “You're braver than me,” Jane told her. “Especially with the other stuff you told me.”
 
   “Maybe I can do some experiments,” Paula continued, looking back at the screen. “Remember when we used to talk about getting proof of ghosts?”
 
   “Yeah, but...” Jane paused. “It's one thing to do that kind of stuff together, but when you're all alone out there... I don't know, it seems like you're so isolated.”
 
   “Let me show you something,” Paula said, picking up the laptop and carrying it to the hallway. Unlocking the front door and pushing it open, she turned the screen so that Jane could see the snow-filled yard, with more snow falling all the time. “This is where I live, for God's sake,” she continued. “I mean, how can a place like this not seem spooky?”
 
   “That looks immensely cold,” Jane replied. “It looks, like, minus a million degrees.”
 
   “Minus twenty-two,” Paula said, glancing at the temperature gauge on the wall. “It's so cold, it actually hurts to breathe in.”
 
   “You'd think even ghosts would freeze in a place like that,” Jane said with a smile. “Hey, what's that flashing thing in the distance.”
 
   Looking across the yard, Paula saw the familiar orange light from the snowplow as it appeared on the horizon.
 
   “That's the guy who clears all the snow,” she explained. “He just drives around slowly all night, pushing snow out the way.”
 
   “That sounds like the ultimate most pointless job ever. I mean, what kind of loser ends up doing that for a living?”
 
   “It's kind of cool, in a way,” Paula muttered, allowing herself a faint smile as she saw how slowly the plow was moving. “I met him the other day, I don't think he hates his job. I think he's the kind of guy who doesn't mind being by himself for long periods of time.”
 
   “So he's probably a mass murderer or something?”
 
   She watched for a moment longer, as the plow continued to move slowly along the road, and finally she realized she could hear the grinding sound of vast amounts of snow being forced out of the way. As a gust of cold wind blew through the doorway, however, she pulled it shut and carried the laptop back to the dining room.
 
   “Dad should be out of the hospital next week,” she continued, setting the laptop on the table again, “and even then, he's not going to be at his best for a while. I don't know...” Suddenly feeling as if she was on the verge of bursting into tears, she paused for a moment. “Anyway, I should go,” she said finally. “We've been talking for, like, two hours. It's almost ten, I should get to bed.”
 
   “Are you sure you're gonna be okay all by yourself in that creepy old house?”
 
   “I'll be fine,” she continued, keen to end the call before Jane realized there were tears in her eyes. “Talk soon, okay?”
 
   “Sure. Oh, did you hear -”
 
   Cutting the call before Jane could launch into another tranche of gossip, she closed the laptop lid and headed to the bathroom, where she looked at her reflection and saw that her eyes were just starting to glisten slightly.
 
   “I will not cry,” she said firmly, taking slow, deep breaths as she tried to calm her nerves. “I will not cry, it's just a house, Dad's going to be fine, and I will not cry like a goddamn baby.”
 
   She paused.
 
   As if on cue, a faint creaking sound came from the stairs.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Stop!” she shouted suddenly, sitting up in bed and realizing, after a few confused seconds, that she'd been dreaming. Somehow, against all the odds, sheer exhaustion had triumphed over fear.
 
   Breathless and filled with panic, she reached through the darkness and fumbled for her bedside lamp. Once she'd found the switch and turned the lamp on, she took a series of deep breaths and tried to think back to the dream: it had been something to do with her father's accident, and there had been more blood, and -
 
   Hearing a faint sound nearby, she listened for a moment and realized she could hear voices from downstairs.
 
   She waited, terrified that someone had broken in, but after a few seconds she could tell that the voice were female, and that it sounded like two girls were arguing. Her first instinct was to rush down and try to see them, but she knew what would happen: she'd simply reach the room and there'd be nothing there, no voices at all. Instead, she carefully climbed out of bed and made her way as quietly as possible to the door, which she pulled open so she could lean out onto the landing.
 
   The voices were still talking downstairs.
 
   Taking care to make as little noise as possible, she crept to the top of the stairs. She could make out the voices more clearly now, but since they were speaking Norwegian she couldn't understand a word they were saying. Cursing her slow progress with the language, she paused for a moment, trying to decide what to do, before realizing that she had to try to see the figures. She put a bare foot down onto the top step of the stairs, trying to make it creak as little as possible, and then slowly she made her way down, managing to make almost no noise at all until she reached the kitchen and stopped again.
 
   The voices were coming from the dining room, and now it was clear that they were two girls around her own age.
 
   For a moment, the fear returned to her chest and told her to stop, to keep from going any further in case she angered whatever was in the house. She'd read enough about ghosts over the previous few years to know that in some instances, people reported that if they drew too much attention to themselves, the ghosts would start causing trouble. If she'd remembered her dicta-phone, she could have started recording the voices and maybe translated them later, but the damn thing was back up in her room, so she decided she had only one option: daring herself to go on and try to see the figures, she crept across the dark kitchen until she reached the door that led to the front room, and then she peered through the darkness and saw the door to the dining room.
 
   The voices continued.
 
   Telling herself to be brave, Paula crept through, approaching the dining room door and bracing herself for whatever she might be about to see. Her heart was pounding and there was still a part of her that desperately wanted to turn and run, or to go back to bed, or to leave the house completely, but she felt as if she was on the verge of making a genuine discovery. If there were ghosts in the house, that meant there must be ghosts in other places, and that meant...
 
   Reaching the edge of the door, she paused for a moment, listening to the voices that sounded so close now. Finally, she peered around the corner.
 
   The voices stopped.
 
   The room was dark.
 
   Immediately, her fear switched to relief, and then to disappointment, and then -
 
   Suddenly there was a loud bump from above, louder than any noise she'd heard in the house to date. She took a step back and looked up, just as he heard a second bump, then a third, each one a little further toward the far wall. A moment after that, there was a scraping sound and then a softer thump, and a creak that she recognized all too well: it came from the loose board next to her bed.
 
   Someone was in her room.
 
   A moment later, she heard another bump, and then several creaks heading back across the room and out onto the landing. Whatever was in the house, it seemed far more willing to be heard now, angrier even. Making her way through to the hallway, she realized she could hear more footsteps at the top of the stairs, but although she told herself she should go and take a look, another part of her felt there was no point, as if she'd just get there and there'd be nothing.
 
   “The window,” she whispered, suddenly realizing that she had another option.
 
   As quietly as possible, she slipped into her coat and boots, before unlocking the front door and stepping out into the yard. Snow was falling as heavily as ever, and she felt freezing cold before she'd even got the door shut again, but she was determined to test her idea. Heading down the steps, she began to fight her way through the knee-high snow until, when she reached the middle of the yard, she turned and looked back at the house. She watched the dark windows above the front door, waiting for some hint of the presence she'd heard a moment ago, but there was nothing.
 
   And then she spotted movement in one of the other windows.
 
   Her father's room.
 
   Staring in stunned horror, she realized she could just about make out a dark figure walking across the room. The figure disappeared from view a moment later, but it had definitely been there and she felt her heart beating like a hammer in her chest as she realized she'd just seen her first, incontrovertible proof that there were ghosts in the house.
 
   Either that, or she was losing her mind.
 
   Pulling her coat tighter around her body, she waded through the thick snow until she reached the side of the house closest to the road. She looked up at her own bedroom window, but there was no sign of anything moving so she headed to the next window and looked up. For a fraction of a second, she spotted two figures as they slipped back from the glass.
 
   “Oh God,” she whispered, seeing her breath in the air, “they're real, they're -”
 
   Suddenly she realized there was a voice coming from the house, as if a girl was shouting for someone.
 
   “Sara!” the voice called out, followed by something in Norwegian, some kind of question.
 
   Taking a step back, Paula felt as if she was about to faint.
 
   Hearing a distant scraping sound, she looked along the road and saw the flashing orange light of the snowplow. Although a part of her wanted to go back into the house and face whatever was in there, another part of her was terrified, convinced that she might end up seeing the little girl again and getting her face scratched. Keeping her eyes fixed on the windows, she stumbled back through the snow until she reached the edge of the road, at which point the snowplow was much closer.
 
   Turning, she saw a dark figure sitting in the plow's cab as it ground to a halt. A moment later, the figure reached over and opened the door.
 
   “Paula?” Sebastian called out.
 
   Hurrying through the snow, she got to the edge of the plow and looked up, seeing his puzzled face staring back down at her.
 
   “Do you see them?” she asked, turning to point toward the house. “Look at the windows!”
 
   She waited a moment, before feeling a sinking sensation in her chest as she realized that most likely the figures wouldn't appear, not now there was someone else to see them. She watched the windows, hoping for some sign of them, but they were gone.
 
   “Are you okay?” Sebastian asked after a moment. “Scratch that, it's three in the morning and you're out here in just a coat. You're definitely not okay. Where's your father?”
 
   She turned to him. “In hospital.”
 
   “Hospital?” He glanced at the house for a moment longer, before slipping across in his seat. “Get in.”
 
   “But -”
 
   “Get in!”
 
   Pausing for a moment, she finally reached up with trembling hands and grabbed the edge of the door. Climbing into the cab, she immediately felt warm air blowing on her from the heater, and as Sebastian reached across and pulled the door shut, she tried to stay calm. Everything felt so strange and surreal, and she had no idea what she was supposed to do next.
 
   “You're freezing,” he said, reaching behind his seat and grabbing a blanket, which he quickly laid over her shoulders. “Here. You'll soon warm up.”
 
   “I saw them,” she replied, staring out at the dark farmhouse. “I heard them, too.”
 
   “So you were in there alone?”
 
   “No,” she said, turning to him. “That's the whole point, they were in there with me!”
 
   He stared at her, as if he wasn't sure whether to take her entirely seriously.
 
   “I'm not crazy,” she continued, as she started to feel a little warmer. “I know that's the first thing crazy people always say, but it's true! You've seen them, haven't you? When you've been driving past in the middle of the night? Please, tell me you've seen them. You have to -”
 
   “Hang on,” he replied, putting a hand on her knee for a moment before, thinking better of it, pulling the hand away again. “Just calm down for a moment, okay?”
 
   “Don't tell me to calm down! Not after what I just saw!”
 
   He leaned past her, staring at the farmhouse and the dark yard.
 
   “I'm not insane,” she continued. “I swear, I heard voices and then I saw figures at the windows.”
 
   “I believe you,” he replied. “I know you're not nuts.”
 
   “I wanted to see ghosts for so long,” she told him, her voice trembling with shock. “I swear, for the past two years I've wanted nothing more in the whole world than to see absolute proof that ghosts are real, and now...” She paused, trying to work out if she was shaking more from cold or from fear. “I should be happy,” she stammered. “I should be ecstatic, but instead...”
 
   Her voice trailed off as she turned to look at the house again. There was no sign of anything moving in the dark windows, not now, but she had absolutely no doubt that they'd been there a few minutes ago.
 
   “Do you want to come with me?” Sebastian asked suddenly.
 
   She turned to him.
 
   “Rather than going back in there right now,” he continued, “you can always stick around in the cab, at least for this stretch. Besides, there's something a little way off that I think you should see.”
 
   “What is it?” she asked.
 
   “I can't really put it in words. You need to see it, or you'll be the one starting to think I'm crazy.”
 
   She paused, fully aware that it was maybe not the best choice to just go off in some random guy's snowplow. At the same time, she didn't like the idea of going back into the farmhouse, not while it was still dark outside, and deep down she felt as if this Sebastian guy was trustworthy.
 
   “Okay,” she said finally. “I mean... Sure. Can you at least give me a clue what you're going to show me?”
 
   He reached down and pushed a lever, and the snowplow's engine began to roar as the entire cab shuddered.
 
   “Driving around at night like this,” he said after a moment, “all alone, I see things that other people don't see. And the truth is, some of those things are way, way stranger than anything you've encountered in that farmhouse.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-One
 
   1979
 
    
 
   Sara turned as she heard a rifle being fired in the distance, followed by another. Far away, birds scattered from the trees.
 
   “Does that mean they found him?” she asked, her voice low and uncertain as tears continued to dry on her cheeks.
 
   “Maybe,” Elizabeth said, sitting on the front step as she peeled potatoes. “Or they might just be trying to scare him out. They probably don't want to go storming into the barn, in case he's set up traps.”
 
   “Traps?” Sara asked, turning to her.
 
   “The man's a psychopath. There's no way of knowing what he's up to. Do you really want Dad and the other men to go storming in there and maybe get hurt?”
 
   Frowning, Sara wandered back across the yard until she reached her sister. Looking down into the bucket of water, she paused for a moment.
 
   “You did the right thing,” Elizabeth told her. “If you're feeling bad that it took you too long, there's no point worrying about that now. You made the right choice in the end.” She paused, before reaching out and putting a hand on Sara's shoulder. “I'm proud of you.”
 
   “But he made me promise not to tell anyone he was at the barn,” Sara replied, sniffing back more tears. “I thought I was never supposed to break a promise?”
 
   “Well, you made a bad promise, to a bad man. And the consequences -” She paused, before offering a faint smile. “I'm sorry for scaring you earlier. I didn't know Kari would do that, but I wanted you to see what Jonah Lund had done to her. You understand why I was tough with you, don't you?”
 
   Sara didn't answer. Still looking down at the potatoes in the bucket of water, she felt as if she wanted to completely empty her mind. At the same time, she could feel something calling to her, tugging at the edge of the thoughts; whatever it was, it seemed to be coming from the lower level of the barn.
 
   “He's going to be mad at me,” she whispered.
 
   “Don't worry about that. He won't be in any position to be mad at anyone.”
 
   “Are they going to shoot him?”
 
   “Maybe. If he doesn't surrender. There's only one of him, and Dad rounded up half the town to go with him. If he lets himself get taken alive, there'll be a trial, but to be honest...” She paused again. “Sometimes it's better if things are dealt with quickly. Men like Jonah Lund can't be saved or turned into good people, there's nothing they can contribute to society. Besides...” Another pause, as a hint of anger entered her eyes. “After what he did to Kari, part of me wants him to put up a fight, so they have to shoot him.”
 
   “Wouldn't that be bad, though? You're not supposed to kill people.”
 
   “I know,” Elizabeth replied, “but... Sometimes things just work out that way. It's not always about good things or bad things, quite often you have to make a compromise. Whatever happened here over the past few days, God didn't put Lund down on this world for him to kill people.”
 
   “So why did God let it happen?”
 
   “We can't understand God's ways. We just have to remember who we are, and accept that these tests come to us sometimes.” She watched Sara for a moment, searching her face for some hint of understanding. “Why don't you do me a favor, sweetheart? Go and get some more potatoes from the barrel. I'm almost out.”
 
   Turning, Sara began to wander across the yard, although she stopped as soon as she heard another rifle-shot in the distance.
 
   “Don't think about it!” Elizabeth called after her. “It's out of our hands now!”
 
   Without looking back at her sister, Sara continued to traipse across the grass and gravel, until she got around to the other side of the barn and made her way to one of the barrels of potatoes. Although she was still haunted by the sight of Kari's empty eyes, there was a part of her that felt she'd made the wrong decision, that felt she should have trusted the man more. After all, he'd told her not to pay attention to what anyone else had said, and that everything would become clear in time. She'd agreed to believe him, but she hadn't been strong enough.
 
   Standing on tip-toes, she reached into the nearest barrel to get some potatoes.
 
   “There you are!” a voice hissed, grabbing her from behind and clamping a hand over her mouth. “Why,” the man continued, “I ought to cut your throat right now and stuff you head-first into one of these barrels.”
 
   Struggling to get free and trying desperately to cry out, Sara felt herself being lifted up and turned around, before the man started to carry her along the side of the barn. In the distance, another shot rang out.
 
   “They're up there now,” he continued, “probably going through my things, raking through my home. They think their guns'll scare me, but they're wrong. Don't they realize that by doing all of this, they're only making things much worse? Anyway, they're too late.”
 
   Trying and failing to call for help, Sara began to kick her legs back, hoping to hit the man's knees. In response, he turned and slammed her into the nearest wall with enough force to almost knock her out.
 
   “But this place,” the man added, turning to look along the barn, “I've been here before. I just wish I could remember when. I'm sure there's something I wanted to do here, but all my thoughts just seem so disconnected. I need to remember, but it's all happening too slowly!”
 
   Another shot was fired in the distance.
 
   “And what about you, huh?” he continued, whispering into her ear with the same hot, foul-smelling breath that Kari had described earlier. “What am I supposed to do with someone who betrayed me so easily? That's what you did, you know... You said you'd trust me, and I trusted you, and how did you repay me? By ratting me out. By telling those gun-toting imbeciles where to find me. It's a good job I was out foraging in the forest when they showed up, otherwise they'd have damn well walked right into that shed and shot me. You do realize that, don't you? They're not up on the fields to catch me. They're planning an execution!”
 
   With tears running down her cheeks, Sara felt too terrified to move.
 
   “So now I have to change my plans,” he added. “I thought that by returning your sister to you alive, I'd be showing you that I'm acting in good faith. I had every right to kill her and dump the body where no-one'd ever find her, but I didn't. I wanted to make it clear that I'm a better man than that. I just couldn't resist the urge, you know? There's a part of me that just enjoys hurting people. But you...” He paused, before pulling her back and then tossing her to the ground. Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out a large, serrated knife, which he aimed straight at her face. “Scream and I'll put this through your goddamn head.”
 
   Staring up at him with terrified eyes, she began to open her mouth, but no cry came out.
 
   “Oh God,” he continued, stepping closer, “what am I going to do with you and your lousy family, huh? You've given me quite a conundrum, little doll.”
 
   “Please,” she whispered, “don't hurt us.”
 
   “What was that?” he asked with a grin. “I didn't quite catch you there.”
 
   “Please don't hurt us,” she continued, inching away from him across the mud. “You can run away. They won't catch you, and I won't tell them you were here.”
 
   “Oh, you won't?” he replied, stepping closer with the knife still in his hand. “I oughta rip out your guts right now, but maybe that'd be too quick.” He smiled. “You saw what inventive things I did to your sister. I guess I'll just have to do something even better to you.” Reaching down, he grabbed her leg. “Now if -”
 
   Sara screamed.
 
   “Let go of her!” Elizabeth shouted.
 
   Turning, Sara saw to her relief that her older sister was standing over by the corner of the shed, and she had their father's old hunting rifle aimed straight at the man.
 
   “Let go of her!” Elizabeth said again, more firmly this time, as she took a step forward. Her hands were shaking with fear, which made it difficult for her to hold the rifle steady.
 
   “Do you know how to fire that thing, little lady?” the man asked.
 
   “I know,” she told him.
 
   “Really?” Letting go of Sara's leg, he took a step toward Elizabeth, with the knife still in his hand. “You don't look like the shooting kind.”
 
   In the distance, another rifle-shot could be heard from the hill, followed by two more.
 
   “If you take one more step toward either of us,” Elizabeth told him, “I will shoot you dead.”
 
   “You will?”
 
   “I will.”
 
   He looked down at his feet for a moment, before looking back at her. “You know what I think?” he asked. “I think I ought to mess you two little ladies up so bad, they won't even know which bits belonged to which of you.”
 
   Trying to keep her aim steady, despite her trembling hands, she closed one eye so she could aim better.
 
   “It's not my fault,” the man continued. “I just have this -” Stopping suddenly, he frowned.
 
   “Your tortured her,” Elizabeth whispered, with tears in her eyes. “I won't let you hurt anyone else.”
 
   “The barn,” the man whispered after a moment, with a sudden look of shock on his face. “I have been here before. A long, long time ago. Maybe this is what I was waiting for. Before the hospital, before the operations, before Trine...” He paused. “Trine. How could I have forgotten? I remember what I'm here for, I remember why I broke out of the hospital. I have to kill it before -”
 
   He took a step forward.
 
   Elizabeth fired, blasting a hole in the man's chest and sending him thudding back down into the muddy ground.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-Two
 
   Today
 
    
 
   “I've worked this route every winter night for five years,” Sebastian explained as he turned the wheel, steering the huge, rumbling snowplow off the main road and into the car park of a shuttered diner. “I turn around here five times every night, so you can work out for yourself how many times I've done that in total. Sometimes I even take my mandated half-hour break here.” Bringing the plow to a halt, he switched off the engine. “A book, some coffee...”
 
   Stopping for a moment, he reached out and wiped the windscreen. Ahead, there was nothing but the dark, snow-covered parking lot, the diner, and - a little further on - a line of dark pine trees.
 
   “I remember my first night on the job,” he added. “I had an old-hand riding with me, to show me the ropes. He told me that this is the best place to stop, but he told me something else too. He told me... Never go beyond the edge of the lot. Never go into the forest around this part of town.”
 
   Waiting for him to continue, Paula realized after a moment that he seemed to be watching the trees, almost as if he expected something to happen.
 
   “So...” she began, before pausing. “I mean, why did you... Why did you bring me here?”
 
   “Because one night I did go beyond the edge of the lot,” he continued, opening the door on his side of the cab, “and I think you should see what I saw. There's a spare coat in the back if you need it. Temperature's almost minus thirty, so you might. Are those boots waterproof?”
 
   “Yes, but -”
 
   “Good. They'll need to be.” Climbing down into the snow, he smiled as he pushed the door shut.
 
   “They will, will they?” Paula muttered to herself, watching as Sebastian made his way around the back of the plow. Reaching over the back of the seat, she found the spare coat and quickly put it on, before opening the door on her side and climbing down into knee-high snow.
 
   “This diner is like a magnet for the men of the area,” Sebastian explained, as he slipped a woolly hat onto his head and passed a spare to her. “They all come here and sit drinking coffee when they want to get away from their wives. Saturday morning, the place is packed with gossiping old men. The place was only built in the eighties, though. Before that, the site was abandoned, and before that there was a hospital here.”
 
   “Here?” Paula replied, surprised by the idea. Looking around, she saw nothing but the main road passing the diner, with no other buildings for miles. “Seems a little out of the way.”
 
   “That's the whole point,” he continued, as he started to trudge across the lot. “It was a hospital for people with leprosy. They wanted to keep them as far away from towns and cities as possible, so they stuck them out here to die. Well, that's what they told everyone, at least, but you hear rumors about what was really going on here.”
 
   “What kind of rumors?”
 
   He paused for a moment. “It's just gossip within gossip,” he said finally. “By the end, you don't know what to believe, but I knew someone whose aunt had worked here. In fact, she died here, apparently one of the patients killed her.” Another pause. “I don't know what they were really doing, but if I was a betting man, I wouldn't be so sure that all the patients here were lepers. I don't even know if leprosy was such a big problem by the late seventies. I've seen photos of what the place used to look like before the fire that destroyed it. It was a big old wooden building, with two floors. It was actually quite beautiful.” Reaching into his pocket, he took out his phone and tapped the screen a few times, before showing it to Paula. “Don't you think?”
 
   Looking at the screen, Paula saw a grainy photo of a large wooden structure, although it was difficult to make out too many details.
 
   “They reckon that in the old days,” Sebastian continued, “back in the nineteenth century, more than five hundred people with leprosy were sent out here. That's the story, anyway. I don't want to be morbid, but none of them ever ended up going home.”
 
   “So they died here?” she asked, wading after him through the snow.
 
   “They died here,” he replied. “Slow, painful deaths, surrounded by other people with the same condition. The place even started to be called the Leper Valley, partly so other people would know to keep the hell away.”
 
   As they reached the edge of the forest, Paula stared at the darkness ahead. She could see pine trees receding into the distance, but the gaps between them seemed filled with expectation, as if something might appear at any moment.
 
   “They used to burn the bodies out here,” Sebastian explained. “No-one wanted to handle the dead, not when they were supposed to have been lepers. Most of them were pretty foul-looking by then, and people were superstitious, so the nurses would take the bodies out and just burn them without any kind of ceremony. I read about the place once. When someone was dying, the nurses would get the poor bastard to climb into a plastic bag, ready to be carried off. Some of the lepers didn't like that much, for obvious reasons, so when they knew the end was close, they'd escape in the night and run off into the forest, so they could die in peace. The hospital couldn't allow that, so they'd have to send orderlies out to find them and haul them back. Of course, you won't find much about that in the history books. People round here just turn the other way and pretend bad things never happened.”
 
   Paula paused for a moment. “So... Why did you bring me here at four in the morning?”
 
   “You said you wanted to know that ghosts are real.”
 
   “I think I proved that tonight.”
 
   “When did your mother die?”
 
   At this, she felt momentarily speechless. “I...”
 
   “You said she died and that's why you want ghosts to be real. So that maybe you have a chance of seeing her again one day?”
 
   “It's not just that,” she replied.
 
   “I had the opposite experience,” he continued. “My father was such an abusive old drunk, I hated the idea that anyone could continue after death. When he died, I wanted that to be the end of it.” He paused. “I'd pretty much convinced myself of that by the time I quit school and got this job. And then one night, I ignored the advice I was given about the place and I took a little smoking break and wandered into the forest.”
 
   “What's out there?” she asked, watching the darkness with concern. “Bodies of all those lepers?”
 
   “Come on,” he replied, stepping forward and making his way between the first of the trees. “We won't go far. Just enough to show you.”
 
   “But -”
 
   “Come on,” he continued with a smile. “After what you told me you saw and heard tonight, I think you need to experience this.”
 
   As Sebastian trudged forward, crunching through the thick snow, Paula glanced back at the dark snowplow for a moment. She'd always been a careful, cautious kind of person, and she wasn't quite sure how she'd managed to end up in the middle of nowhere, with a man she barely knew, about to go wandering through a forest, but she felt as if she was safe enough. Besides, she liked the fact that he was distracting her from thinking about the ghosts at the farmhouse. Turning, she realized she could barely see Sebastian anymore, so she hurried forward, fighting her way through the snow until she spotted him up ahead.
 
   “Wait!” she called out. “Hold up!”
 
   “Don't worry,” he shouted back to her. “I know this land well. There's nothing out here that can hurt us.”
 
   “Great,” she muttered, finding the trudge through the snow to be heavy going. Her legs were already aching, so she started reaching out and grabbing the pine trees, using them to pull herself along a little. Once Sebastian stopped up ahead, she was able to catch him, although by that point she was a little out of breath.
 
   “You'll get used to it,” he said with a faint smile.
 
   “Used to what?” she gasped.
 
   “Snow.”
 
   “Never. Never, ever will I get used to this much of the damn stuff.”
 
   “Listen.”
 
   She turned to him.
 
   “Listen,” he said again.
 
   Pausing, she listened, while glancing around at the tall, bare pine trees that stood like dead sentries, spreading off into the darkness in every direction.
 
   Finally, she opened her mouth to ask what, exactly, she should be hearing, but she felt as if somehow it wasn't her place to disturb the silence, so she waited a little longer, for Sebastian to say something.
 
   “You hear it?” he whispered.
 
   She shook her head.
 
   “I hear it,” he told her. “Try again.”
 
   She paused, listening some more, but there was nothing. In fact, the utter silence was kind of impressive, and she was starting to think she'd never really been somewhere totally quiet before. The only thing she could hear was her own breath, and Sebastian's.
 
   “We need to go further,” he said suddenly, starting to push his way forward through the snow.
 
   “Wait -”
 
   “I want to know if you can hear what I hear,” he continued. “If you can't, then maybe I've been imagining it all these years. If you can... Well, I don't know if two people can have the same delusion.”
 
   “And how's this linked to the farm?” she asked.
 
   “You'll see.”
 
   Following him for a few minutes, she began to feel as if they were getting further and further from the real world. There seemed to be no end to the trees, and when she looked up she saw snow still drifting down from the night sky.
 
   “Wait,” she said suddenly, stopping and looking back as she heard something in the distance. “What was that?”
 
   “What did you hear?” Sebastian asked, making his way over to her.
 
   Her heart was pounding as she looked into the darkness, trying to work out whether she'd imagined the sound of someone crunching through the snow. A moment later, she spotted a dark shape in the distance, flitting between the trees as it ran through the forest.
 
   “What's that?” she asked.
 
   “You see him too?”
 
   “What the hell is it?”
 
   “I often hear them out here,” he replied, “but I don't often see them.”
 
   Before she could ask him again, she saw the figure stumble in the snow just a few meters away, landing hard and then struggling to get up. As he reached out, Paula saw that there was a number tattooed on his hand: 17019.
 
   “Don't worry,” Sebastian whispered. “We're perfectly safe.”
 
   “We should help him,” she replied.
 
   “No!” He grabbed her arm, holding her back.
 
   “He's hurt!”
 
   “It's too late to help him.”
 
   “You don't know that!”
 
   “It's too late by many, many years,” he added. “These are either ghosts, or echoes from some traumatic event that happened here.”
 
   Turning, she stared at Sebastian for a moment, and finally she realized that he was serious. Hearing voices shouting in the distance, she looked back toward the struggling figure and saw a couple more people in the distance, running through the trees and shouting something in Norwegian.
 
   “Orderlies,” Sebastian whispered, leaning closer to her. “Sent out to take him back to the hospital.”
 
   “But the hospital -”
 
   “Now do you understand why I brought you here?”
 
   Wide-eyed with shock, Paula watched as a couple of men in white uniforms reached the fallen man and grabbed him, pulling him up out of the snow. The man cried out, but he was quickly restrained, as the orderlies began to drag him back the way they'd come.
 
   “He probably just wanted to die out here,” Sebastian whispered, “alone, and without being made to get into a bag so they could throw him on the fire after.”
 
   Reaching into her pocket, Paula pulled out her phone, but Sebastian put a hand on her arm before she could use it.
 
   “Don't,” he said firmly.
 
   “I just want proof.”
 
   “You won't get it,” he continued. “I've tried before, this kind of thing just doesn't let itself get recorded.”
 
   Hearing more cries, Paula turned and watched as the running man was dragged away, receding into the darkness until all that was left were a few more shouts of terror and then, finally, silence returned to the forest.
 
   For several minutes, they stood without saying a word, as if neither of them wanted to be the first to speak. Paula turned, looking around, constantly alert in case anything else happened, but finally she realized that the forest had fallen still again. Turning to Sebastian, she saw that there was a hint of sadness in his eyes.
 
   “This forest,” he said after a moment, “runs for miles in every direction. Why do you think those figures just happened to come right to us?”
 
   “Why?” she asked.
 
   “Asparagus.”
 
   She paused. “What?”
 
   “When people eat asparagus,” he continued, with a faint smile, “their pee smells funny. Except some people claim theirs doesn't. The problem is, the smell's always there, but only some people can actually pick it up.”
 
   Staring at him, she realized she was completely lost. “I have no idea,” she said finally, “why you're suddenly talking to me about asparagus and pee.”
 
   “It's the same with this kind of thing,” he told her. “It's always there, but only certain people can detect it. I wanted to make sure that you're one of those people, because it explains why you were able to see those things at the farm.”
 
   “And the asparagus -”
 
   “Was an analogy. That's what you call it in English, isn't it?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “Maybe it was a bad one.”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “But the point stands,” he continued. “You wanted to know that ghosts are real. I think that question has been settled tonight, don't you? Other people might not see them, maybe your father, for example, doesn't see them, but that doesn't mean you should doubt yourself. Everything you see and hear at that farm is really there. I wish it wasn't, I wish none of this was real, but it is. This forest, with so much pain and death over the years, is just a good place to test out who's responsive and who isn't.”
 
   “So you've brought other people here?”
 
   “A few.”
 
   “And how many of them saw things?”
 
   “Only you.” He smiled. “Lucky, huh?”
 
   “I...” Pausing, she looked around, but there was still no sign of any other figures. “I thought I'd be happier when I realized I was right about ghosts,” she said finally, before turning back to him. “But why isn't the world filled with ghosts? Why are there so few?”
 
   “In my experience,” he replied, “the only ones that show up tend to be the ones who have something left to settle in this world. They might not actually have any hope of doing it, but some kind of trauma or pain is keeping them from leaving. Maybe they just didn't get the death they wanted or deserved, or maybe there's something they feel they still have to do?”
 
   “So the ghosts at the farm,” she continued, “want... what?”
 
   “You know about the three girls who died there, don't you?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “But do you know exactly how they died? Do you know the specifics, and do you know what happened to them in the days before it happened?”
 
   “I looked online, but -”
 
   “You won't find the truth online,” he continued. “Again, there are people in this town who work very hard to sanitize the history of the place. The truth only gets whispered, from person to person, but it persists. Maybe that's another reason why there are so many ghosts around. Maybe they're a reaction to all the lies and secrets.”
 
   “So what happened to the three girls?” she asked. “Why are they still there at the house? What do they want?”
 
   “There were three sisters,” he reminded her, “three girls who died. And like I said, I've seen shadows of children in the yard when I've been passing during the night, but not three. Only ever two. Sara Olesun's' body was never found, remember?”
 
   “Two ghosts?” She paused, as she began to realize that she'd only ever sensed two presences at any one time. “But if there are only two, what happened to the third? Why isn't Sara's ghost at the farm?”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-Three
 
   1979
 
    
 
   Screaming, Elizabeth dropped the still-smoking rifle as she fell to her knees. She put her hands over her face, as if to hide from the horrific sight of the dead man in front of her, whose head and neck had been blasted away.
 
   As Elizabeth continued to sob, Sara watched from a little further back. There was blood all over her, along with pieces of bone and brain matter that had been sprayed across her when the man had been shot. Whereas Elizabeth was crying out in shock, however, Sara was standing completely still, not reacting at all, not even as blood dripped down her dress and onto the muddy ground.
 
   “Elizabeth? Sara?” Racing around the corner, Elena Olesun stopped suddenly as she saw the horrific sight. For a moment, it was as if she couldn't process the horror.
 
   “I killed him,” Elizabeth sobbed, staring in horror at the bloodied corpse of Jonah Lund right in front of her. “I shot a man.”
 
   “Was it him?” Elena asked, running over and kneeling next to her daughter. “Elizabeth, was that the man who did those awful things to Kari?”
 
   Slowly, Elizabeth nodded.
 
   “Then you did the right thing,” Elena continued, taking hold of Elizabeth's face and turning her so she could see her eyes. “Listen to me, you did the right thing! Do you understand?” She waited for a reply, but Elizabeth seemed to be in shock. “You did the right thing!” she shouted again. “Listen to me, you did what you had to do!”
 
   Slowly, Elizabeth began to nod.
 
   “And you -”
 
   Before she could finish, Elena spotted Sara standing a little further away, with blood still dripping from the little girl's dress.
 
   “Sara?” she called out. “Are you okay?”
 
   Ignoring her mother, Sara continued to stare unblinkingly at the body.
 
   “Sara? Sara, say something!”
 
   “I'm glad that man is gone,” a voice whispered in Sara's mind. “Now it's just you and me, and we can achieve so much more.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-Four
 
   Today
 
    
 
   Suddenly aware that the sound of the snowplow's engine had stopped, Paula opened her eyes and sat up, only to find that daylight had returned and that they were parked in the farm's yard.
 
   “Morning,” Sebastian said with a faint smile, but his voice sounded extremely muffled and distant.
 
   “What?” she replied, startled and still not quite sure what was happening.
 
   Reaching up, he tapped his ear.
 
   Suddenly remembering the earplugs he'd given her for the journey home, she pulled them out and finally she was able to hear properly again.
 
   “You fell asleep,” he told her, “and I didn't want to wake you, so I just carried on plowing through the night.” He checked his watch. “It's eight now, so my shift is officially over. Some other poor bastard has to plow in the daytime.”
 
   “I fell asleep?” she asked, sitting up. “How's that even possible in a goddamn snowplow?”
 
   “You must've been exhausted.”
 
   Looking toward the house, she shuddered at the thought of those things having spent the night alone in there, having the place to themselves as they drifted from room to room. In some strange way, she felt as if she'd been driven out of her own home, as if the ghosts had won, but as she watched the house now, she realized she wasn't sure if she could ever go back inside. It just seemed easier to surrender and let the ghosts have the place to themselves.
 
   “Come on,” Sebastian said, opening the door on his side of the cab. “I'm out of coffee. Aren't you going to invite me in?”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   As soon as she opened the front door, Paula realized that something was different. The house felt stiller, quieter, as if the ghosts had somehow reclaimed it as their own. In fact, as she stepped into the hallway, she was convinced she could sense something screaming at her to get out, telling her that she was no longer welcome.
 
   “Are you okay?” Sebastian asked.
 
   Turning, she realized she was glad that he was with her. She almost felt as if she was too scared to be in the house alone, and although she knew she'd be able to manage alone, she found it much easier with someone around.
 
   “I...” She paused, before taking her phone from her pocket. “I need to call the hospital and see how he's doing. What do I say? I still don't speak a word of Norwegian.” Fumbling with her phone, she saw that there was no signal, and finally she realized that her English phone had stopped working, which meant she'd have to find and activate her new Norwegian phone.
 
   “Paula?”
 
   “I can't do this,” she whispered, suddenly feeling as if her body and mind were seizing up. “I'm in the middle of a foreign country, my father's fighting for his life and -”
 
   “Here,” he replied, taking out his phone. “I'll help.”
 
   She shook her head.
 
   “You can do it,” he told her. “Just stay focused.”
 
   A few minutes later, after Sebastian had begun the call and put her through to an English-speaking doctor, Paula listened to a report of her father's progress during the night. She felt an instant sense of relief when she was told that he was responding positively, although that relief began to fade when she learned that he hadn't been brought out of sedation yet due to some kind of complication with his temperature, and a possible fever. After telling the doctor that she'd be in to visit during the day, she ended the call and then stood in the dining room for a moment, trying to work out how she was going to get everything done. Glancing up at the ceiling, she realized that the thought of going upstairs was too much to handle, that she hated the idea of being in the house now she knew she wasn't alone.
 
   “I thought I'd get a fire going for you,” Sebastian said, heading through from the kitchen.
 
   “We don't have any lighters,” she told him.
 
   “I think I'll manage.”
 
   Following him, she stopped in the doorway and watched as he crouched in front of the wood-burner and got to work.
 
   “Aren't you tired?” she asked finally.
 
   “I'm okay,” he replied. “Unless... I can leave if you prefer. I only thought -”
 
   “No,” she said quickly, filled with a sudden sense of panic at the idea of being left alone. “I mean, I understand if you need to sleep, but... No, please stay. I'd like you to.”
 
   Reaching into the oven, he arranged several logs and then added some scrunched-up newspaper.
 
   “You can't get it going like that,” she told him. “I tried, but you need -”
 
   Before she could finish, she saw that he'd got the newspaper burning, and to her surprise she realized that the fire seemed to actually be taking hold.
 
   “It just requires some practice,” he told her, closing the front of the oven and then pulling the lever on the side to open the vents. “You'll get the hang of it eventually. The key thing is dry wood, lots of air, and preferably several smaller logs to begin with, to help with the flow. I grew up doing this stuff.”
 
   “Huh,” she replied, impressed by the fact that he'd got the fire going so quickly. Heading over to join him, she held her hands in front of the oven's glass window, and she felt a shiver run through her body as the warmth began to reach her skin.
 
   A moment later, she heard a faint creak from above. She looked up at the ceiling, filled with dread.
 
   “I think that actually was the building,” Sebastian told her. “It's been cold all night and we just put the fire on, so there are bound to be a few sounds.” As he spoke, another creak could be heard, although this one was definitely coming from the chimney. “See?”
 
   “The things I saw last night,” she replied, still staring at the ceiling, “before I came out and met you... They were real, weren't they?”
 
   “I think so.”
 
   “There are two ghosts here. Two of the Olesun sisters.”
 
   “Are you scared?”
 
   She turned to him. “Shouldn't I be?”
 
   “Depends what you think they want,” he replied, getting to his feet and heading to the door. “You've been here, what, almost a week? They don't seem to have actively targeted you.”
 
   “The little girl scratched my face,” she pointed out.
 
   “But that was outside. That was on the other side of the yard.” He paused for a moment as he made his way to the next room and looked up at the ceiling. “It's also strange that she could actually touch you. That kind of physical contact isn't usually a feature of hauntings.”
 
   “And you're suddenly an expert?” she asked, although she immediately realized that she was perhaps being a little harsh. “I've got the scratches to prove it,” she continued. “Whatever else you think might have happened, she was definitely there and she definitely came for me.”
 
   Still looking up at the ceiling for a moment, Sebastian finally turned to her. “Then maybe she isn't a ghost.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-Five
 
   1979
 
    
 
   “No,” Inspector Dybendal said as he reached over and placed a hand on Elizabeth's shoulder, “you're not a murderer, and no-one is going to see it that way.”
 
   “I shot him,” she replied, with tears in her eyes as she stared down at her trembling hands. “Right in the chest.”
 
   “It was self-defense.”
 
   “I warned him, I swear...”
 
   “No-one has to hear about this, do they?” Elena asked, sitting on the other side of her eldest daughter. “If word gets out...”
 
   “Word isn't going to get out,” Dybendal replied. “As far as anyone else is concerned, Jonah Lund was shot and killed while trying to escape from the men who'd gone out to track him down. It's a perfectly believable story, no-one's going to challenge it. Hell, no-one's going to want to challenge it. The sooner the whole Lund mess is put to bed, the better. Besides, it's clear Lund was never going to come quietly. This is for the best, Elizabeth.”
 
   Still staring at her hands, Elizabeth found herself reliving the moment over and over again. She could still feel the way the rifle had jumped in her hands, and she could still see, in her mind's eye, the sight of Lund falling back in a shower of blood. She'd heard him grunt, too; he hadn't cried out, he hadn't screamed, but he'd grunted, and there'd been another sound too, as if she'd been able to hear bone being shattered.
 
   “In some ways,” Dybendal continued, “you're a hero -”
 
   “Don't say that,” Elizabeth replied, turning to him with horror in her eyes.
 
   “It's true.”
 
   “It's not true! I killed a man in cold blood!”
 
   “A bad man. A killer. A man who already hurt your sister.”
 
   Staring at him for a moment, Elizabeth finally looked back down at her hands.
 
   “Is it true?” Sara asked, standing in the doorway.
 
   Elena looked over at her. “Is what true?” she replied with a frown.
 
   “That Elizabeth's a hero.”
 
   “Go to the bathroom,” Elena replied. “You still have some blood on the side of your face.”
 
   “I knew you'd kill someone,” Sara continued, staring at Elizabeth. “I told you, remember? I saw it on your face the other day.”
 
   “Go to the bathroom!” Elena shouted.
 
   Taking a step back, shocked by her mother's tone, Sara loitered for a moment longer, listening to the adults talking, before turning and heading across the hallway. By the time she got to the top of the stairs, she was starting to feel as if something was lurking in her thoughts, something dark that was threatening to push through and fill her mind.
 
   “I used to hear these voices,” she remembered the man telling her by the river, on the day they first met. “They told me to do things.”
 
   Voices.
 
   “You betrayed him,” she heard her own voice saying suddenly, even though she hadn't meant to think anything at all. “You made a deal, and you broke it.”
 
   Instinctively she opened her mouth to reply, but she held back at the last moment.
 
   “He warned you what would happen if you went back on your word,” the voice continued. “He told you that he'd find a way to come back and punish you. I warned you, too, when you came to see me in the barn.”
 
   She shook her head.
 
   A moment later, she heard Kari coughing in one of the bedrooms.
 
   “He did those things to her for a reason,” the voice continued. “You're young, you don't understand, but he saw something in you, something the pair of you shared.”
 
   “What?” she whispered.
 
   “You and him, you're similar. You both have that way of talking to yourself in your head, and you both know you can't control the voice. Sometimes, the voice says things that you'd never think. The voice chose you.”
 
   She shook her head again.
 
   “You know it's true. I'm reaching out to you right now, from the barn.”
 
   “Who are you?” she whispered.
 
   “Don't you remember? You met me when you came into the barn.”
 
   “I...” Pausing, she tried to remember what had happened when she'd entered the barn, but the memories seemed to have fallen away.
 
   “You're my new friend,” the voice added. “We're going to have a lot of fun together.”
 
   Before she could react, her mind was suddenly filled with a vivid image of Kari being tortured. She saw a blade being sliced into her sister's eye, and she heard the screams, before she was able to force the image out of her head.
 
   “There's more,” the voice whispered. “Think what he'd have done to Elizabeth, if he'd been able to get his hands on her.”
 
   As soon as she heard those words, she saw the image: Elizabeth, sobbing and fighting for her life, being held down and -
 
   “No,” she whispered, squeezing her eyes tight shut but finding that the darkness only made the image more real. Opening her eyes again, she focused on the window on the other side of the landing, and she was finally able to make the dark thoughts fade away. She knew they were still in her mind, though, and she was certain that they were going to come back again soon.
 
   “Smart girl,” the voice whispered after a moment. “Why don't you come and see me again?”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-Six
 
   Today
 
    
 
   “It's cold in here,” Sebastian said as he pushed open the door to Paula's bedroom.
 
   “It's Norway,” she replied, peering over his shoulder. “It's always cold.”
 
   “This is a different kind of cold,” he continued, taking a step forward. “You don't mind if I take a look, do you?”
 
   “Sure,” she said, following him into the room. Spotting the previous day's bra on the floor, she managed to kick it under the bed before he noticed. “I don't know what you expect to find, though. I feel like all the noises and strange things only happen at night.”
 
   “The 3am effect.”
 
   “The what?”
 
   “It's just a theory that sometimes gets kicked around on forums. There are some people who say that the barrier between the living and the dead is at it's weakest at 3am, so the closer you are to three in the morning, the more likely you are to sense these things. They're still around the rest of the time, but...” He made his way to the window and looked out at the yard. “Like I said, it's just a theory, but it seems to fit with most people's experiences. Plus, you know... Asparagus.”
 
   Grabbing her duvet, Paula threw it across her bed, to make the place seem a little less messy.
 
   “Sara Olesun's body was never found,” he continued, turning to her.
 
   “I know.”
 
   “But the other two sisters, their bodies were found,” he continued. “They were on the other side of the barn when their father went to check on them.”
 
   “So what's your point?” she asked.
 
   “I'm just pointing things out. The one girl whose body wasn't ever discovered, is also the one girl who seems to have been able to physically interact with someone. I don't know about you, but I don't believe in that kind of coincidence.”
 
   “But you believe in the rest of it?” she asked. “I mean, the whole thing about ghosts, the idea that they even exist...” She paused, suddenly realizing that there was a part of her that wanted to disprove the whole thing, to put the genie back in the bottle and go back to how life used to be. “My mother always said she'd come back,” she added finally.
 
   He turned to her.
 
   “This is going to sound extremely lame,” she continued, “but... My mother had cancer, and she died a couple of years ago, and one of the things she told me right before the end was... She said that if there was any way to come back, even just as a spirit, she'd do it, and she'd give me some kind of a sign.”
 
   “And did she?”
 
   She shook her head.
 
   “That doesn't mean -”
 
   “So if these kids can do it,” she continued, interrupting him, “and if one of them can even scratch my goddamn face, then why can't my mother give me a sign? Why can't she knock something off a table? 'Cause believe me, I've tried. I've put cups on the edges of tables and begged her to knock them off, I've tried ouija boards, I've done everything...” Pausing, she realized she was starting to speak a little faster than usual, which always happened when she talked about her mother. “I just don't get it. I mean, she spent a year in hospital, dying slowly and painfully, and she has people left behind that she really cares about, so surely if anyone in the world could come back as a ghost, it'd be her?”
 
   “You'd think so,” he said cautiously. “I'm sure she'd do anything to see you again.”
 
   “Maybe it's because we moved,” she added. “I told Dad we should stay in the old house, but he thought we needed a change of scenery. I begged him not to sell the place, but maybe she's there and she can't reach me now I'm here. Is that possible?”
 
   “I have no idea.”
 
   “Damn it, and now I'm just...” Taking a deep breath, she tried to stay calm, but she could feel tears in her eyes. She'd always thought of herself as a strong person, as someone who could handle anything life threw at her, but now she felt as if she couldn't manage, and she was frustrated by her own weakness. “I just wanted that one sign she promised me,” she added, her voice betraying the effort of not crying. “It's not much to ask, is it?” Reaching up, she used a shirt sleeve to wipe her eyes. “One sign. Just one, just so I know she's there somewhere, so I know that she... that she somehow... persisted after she died. That we're not alone.”
 
   Pausing, Sebastian seemed to not quite know what to do, before finally he headed over and put an arm around her. When she didn't pull away, he gave her a full hug.
 
   “And now I'm just a crying baby,” she continued, sniffing back more tears. “I'm sorry, I shouldn't be telling you all of this.”
 
   “It's fine,” he replied, holding her close. “When my father died, I did something similar. I tried to make contact with him, I dared him to come back and give me some kind of clue that he was still around. It wasn't because I wanted him to come back, though. I wanted to make sure he couldn't.”
 
   She waited for him to continue. “And... did you get a sign?”
 
   He shook his head.
 
   Leaning back, she wiped her eyes and then looked at him. “Well, that's a good thing, right?”
 
   “It's not conclusive,” he replied. “One person's experience isn't necessarily the same as another's.”
 
   “Seems like ours are pretty similar,” she pointed out, trying to smile.
 
   Above them, the ceiling creaked slightly.
 
   “Similar until you came to this place,” he said finally, letting go of her and heading to the door. “Your mother didn't come and give you a sign, and thank God my father didn't come to me, but the Olesun sisters... Something's definitely happening with them, wouldn't you say? They want something, and it seems they're going to stay at this farm until they get it. Two of them as ghosts, and one of them as that thing that scratched you. Why the different forms?”
 
   “And what am I supposed to do?” Paula asked. “If they want something, I sure as hell don't have it. I can't work out what they're after, so are they just going to keep on haunting the place forever? Like the ghosts in the forest, the ones from the leper colony? I mean, if that's how it's going to be, I don't...” She paused for a moment, feeling as if she was on the verge of throwing in the towel. “I don't think I want to live here,” she continued finally, “if there are just going to be bangs and creaking noises every night, and creepy little ghost kids running around in the yard. I never wanted to live here anyway, but if that kind of stuff is going on, then we can't stay.”
 
   “Unless you can work out what they want,” Sebastian replied.
 
   “And how do I do that?”
 
   “I have some boxes of stuff in my garage,” he continued. “Things from back when I was a kid, when the Olesun sisters' murder was still big news. Maybe it's worth going over it all again, now that you've seen a few things.”
 
   “There's no point.”
 
   “So what's the alternative? You want to sit around this place, listening to the sound of ghosts, and not even try to do a damn thing about it? You'll end up losing your mind. Come on, we can go to my place and at least get the boxes out. If we don't find anything useful, we're no worse off. I've already looked over it several times, but a fresh pair of eyes might see something new.”
 
   She stared at him for a moment, but she felt too exhausted to be skeptical. “Fine,” she said eventually, “but on the way, do you mind if we stop off somewhere first?”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “We're probably not going to wake him until tomorrow now,” Doctor Bakkerud explained as he and Paula stood by her father's bed. “You shouldn't worry, though. I'm confident he's going to make a full recovery.”
 
   “And he won't be disabled in any way?” she asked.
 
   “He might have some fine motor damage in his hand, but that's the worst. He wasn't planning to be a concert pianist any time soon, was he?”
 
   “I can't believe he let this happen,” she continued, reaching down to hold her father's un-bandaged hand. “I told him to be careful.”
 
   “Accidents happen,” the doctor replied.
 
   “Not with those kind of threshing machines,” Sebastian pointed out from the doorway.
 
   “What do you mean?” Paula asked, turning to him.
 
   “There's a safety lock,” he continued. “I took a look at it earlier, to be sure. The odds of your father managing to turn the lock off, then activating the rack of blades, and then managing to engage just the blades that were next to his shoulder... Well, you know what I think about coincidences.”
 
   “Obviously he was just unlucky,” Doctor Bakkerud replied, a little uneasily. “Farming equipment is dangerous, after all. Ms. Ridley, does your father have any experience working on a farm?”
 
   “None.”
 
   “So there we have it,” he continued, as his pager beeped. Checking the message, he headed to the door. “The most important things are getting him back on his feet, and making sure he doesn't have any more accidents. People who aren't familiar with farming equipment have no place messing around. He's lucky he didn't take his own head clean off.”
 
   Sebastian said something to the doctor in Norwegian, and the doctor replied with a few words that made him sound irritated. Sebastian then added another sentence, and whatever he'd said, it seemed to make Doctor Bakkerud shut up.
 
   As the doctor headed out, Sebastian made his way across the room until he reached John's bedside.
 
   “The worst thing,” Paula said, with tears in her eyes as she looked down at her father's sleeping face, “is that this won't stop him. He'll just see it as a challenge, and he'll be right back out there as soon as he's fit enough. Sooner, even.”
 
   “I don't get how he managed to do this to himself,” Sebastian replied, looking over at the various drip bags attached to John's arm. “The odds are a million to one.”
 
   “So what are you suggesting?” she asked. “Please, don't start telling me ghosts did this.”
 
   “I'm not saying that at all,” he replied, “I just...” Pausing for a moment, he turned to her. “Take as long as you want. I'll be downstairs in the waiting area, I need to make a few calls.” He placed a hand on her shoulder briefly, before turning and heading to the door.
 
   Left alone with her father for a moment, Paula leaned down and kisses his forehead.
 
   “You have no idea what you've landed us in,” she whispered. “I told you we shouldn't come out here, but you wouldn't listen. And now you've left me to -” Pausing, she realized she was in danger of feeling sorry for herself. “Just get well,” she added finally, kissing him again. “Please, don't leave me here! I can't do this alone!”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
   1979
 
    
 
   “Kari,” Sara whispered, nudging her sister's shoulder in the dark bedroom. “Kari, it's me. Wake up.”
 
   She waited, until finally she heard the sheets rustling.
 
   “Kari, you have to come with me. It's important.”
 
   “Leave me alone,” her sister replied, her voice sounding harsh and strained. “I don't want to go anywhere. Not ever again. I might as well just stay in bed forever and rot.”
 
   “You have to come with me,” Sara told her, tugging on her arm. “Please, I know you probably hate me, but this is the most important thing ever, in the history of the world.”
 
   “So? I won't be able to see it. Sara, I'm in a lot of pain, and -”
 
   “This will make everything better,” Sara continued. “I swear, I just... I can't explain how I know, but I know. Trust me.”
 
   “Trust you? No way.”
 
   Pausing, Sara realized she needed to try a different tactic. “Elizabeth said you'd be scared.”
 
   “She said what?”
 
   “She said now you can't see, you'd just want to waste away in bed forever and ever, and never go anywhere.”
 
   “She said that?”
 
   “I told her she was wrong, but now... Now it looks like she might have been right. I mean, you always used to come when I said I had something to show you.”
 
   “That was before.”
 
   “That's what Elizabeth said too.” She waited, and finally she heard the sound of Kari sitting up on the bed. “Are you coming or not?”
 
   “Is it outside?”
 
   “Yes, but it's close.”
 
   “Sara -”
 
   “Let me do this for you,” Sara said firmly, with a hint of gravity in her voice that seemed older than her years. “You don't really want to spend the rest of your life in bed, do you? Anyway, it's dark outside, so it's not like there's much to see. This is about... It's about another sense.”
 
   “You don't sound the same as normal,” Kari told her. “You're using bigger words.”
 
   “Maybe you're just hearing better now, because you can't see. Come on.” Taking Kari's hand, she helped her off the bed and then led her across the dark room, until they reached the dimly-lit hallway. Looking up, she saw that her sister had a thick white bandage over the upper half of her face. She shuddered as she thought back to the moment when Kari had attacked her, but at the same time she felt strangely calm. She knew what she had to do, and how to do it, and all that remained was to get Kari in place. The voice in the barn had told her what to do.
 
   “It's cold,” Kari said, stopping in the doorway.
 
   “It's warm outside.”
 
   “Sara, can't this wait until morning?”
 
   “No. We have to do it now. In the morning, it'll be the seventeenth of May, and everyone's going to be too busy to notice things. It's perfect timing if we go now.”
 
   “Where's everyone else?”
 
   “Mamma's at work, and everyone else is asleep.”
 
   “But -”
 
   “It's perfect, come on.” Half-pulling her sister across the landing, she began to help her down the stairs, taking one creaking step at a time. “I know this secret,” she explained, “and when you realize what it is, you're going to see the world completely differently.”
 
   “Sara -”
 
   “Don't ask too many questions,” Sara continued, as they finally got down to the dark kitchen. “I've set things up perfectly. You're going to love it!”
 
   A couple of minutes later, once they were out the front door and in the yard, Sara led her around the side of the barn, through patches of moonlight filled with the shadows of nearby trees. She kept looking up at Kari, eager to see the expression on her lips, although she couldn't really tell very much. By the time she got her around to the far side of the barn, however, she felt certain that Kari would love what she had in store, even thought it might hurt a little bit at first. After all, the voice from the shed had promised that this plan would make everything better.
 
   Up ahead, the tarpaulin lay where she'd set it up earlier in the night, forming a very basic tent, like the little fortresses she and the others had built when they were younger. She'd even put a portable lamp in there, so that it wasn't too dark.
 
   “I'm cold,” Kari complained, stopping suddenly, almost as if she sensed that something was wrong. “Sara, I want to go back inside.”
 
   “We're almost there.”
 
   “I don't give a damn!”
 
   “Come on,” Sara continued, leading her along the side of the barn until they reached the makeshift tent. “You're going to have to crawl into the tent,” she explained.
 
   “Tent?” Kari replied. “Jesus, Sara, no -”
 
   “It'll be just like it was when we were younger,” Sara pointed out. “I built a little fortress for us. Please, Kari, so many bad things have happened lately, and I feel like everyone's angry. Can't we try to remember what it was like when we were happy?”
 
   “Getting into a tent won't fix anything,” Kari said firmly.
 
   “It might start! And I have a secret for you, once you're in there.”
 
   “You -” Pausing for a moment, Kari sighed. “You're really something, Sara. You think recreating some juvenile activity is going to somehow turn back time? Sitting in the tent won't change what happened! We're not children anymore!”
 
   “It might make us feel better,” Sara told her. “If you'll just get in and wait, I'll go and fetch Elizabeth. She should be here too.”
 
   “Why? So we can sit around and be cold together?”
 
   “Please,” Sara continued, “just do it for me. Please? I know it'll make you feel better, I just know it.”
 
   Sighing again, Kari cautiously got down onto her hands and knees, before Sara helped her find the entrance to the tent. “There's a light on,” she explained.
 
   “Thanks for letting me know.”
 
   Stepping back, Sara took a deep breath, although she knew that the hardest part of her plan was yet to come. “I'm going to go fetch Elizabeth now, okay? I'll only be a minute or two.”
 
   She waited for a reply.
 
   “Kari?”
 
   “Fine!” came the irritated response. “Fetch her, for all the good it'll do. She'll just tell you the same thing I'm telling you. This is stupid!”
 
   Turning and running to the other end of the barn, Sara stopped for a moment and looked back. She could see Kari's shadow on the side of the makeshift tarpaulin tent, silhouetted against the lamp. Everything was going perfectly, just the way the voice had promised, so she turned and ran all the way to the house before finding the window to Elizabeth's room and picking up some small stones from the ground. Taking careful aim, she threw the first stone, hitting the window right in the middle. When there was no response, she tried again, and again, until finally she saw a light flicker to life in the room.
 
   A moment later, the window opened and a weary-eyed Elizabeth appeared.
 
   “Quick!” Sara shouted, waving at her. “You have to come!”
 
   “What the hell are you doing?” Elizabeth asked.
 
   “This way! You have to come to the other side of the shed with me and Kari!” Without waiting for an answer, she turned and ran across the yard until she reached the corner of the barn. Stopping, she looked back, and a moment later she saw Elizabeth stepping out the front door.
 
   Sara giggled as she ran around to the other side of the barn. As soon as she saw the tent, with Kari's shadow still visible on the canvas, she slowed down and picked her way carefully to the storeroom.
 
   “Sara?” Kari called out from the tent. “Elizabeth, is that you?”
 
   “I remember when the three of you were born,” whispered the voice in her head. “When Kari could see, before Elizabeth was a murderer, and before you made friends with that horrible man down by the river. Don't you want all three of you to be happy again, the way you were?”
 
   Forcing herself to stay quiet, but unable to stifle an expectant smile, Sara stepped into the shadows and reached out, finally locating the ax she'd hidden earlier. Although it was heavy, she managed to lift the ax and turn it around, just as she saw Elizabeth heading around the far corner of the barn.
 
   “Hello?” her older sister called out, making her way to the tent. “Sara? Kari?”
 
   “In here!” Kari replied.
 
   “What the hell is going on?” Elizabeth asked, getting down onto her hands and knees and peering into the tent. “It's three in the morning!”
 
   “Sara brought me out here,” Kari replied. “She said something about wanting to make things the way they used to be.”
 
   Sighing, Elizabeth crawled all the way into the tent, until her silhouette could be seen with Kari's on the side. “This is ridiculous,” she muttered. “We're going back to the house, right now. You're in no fit state to be out here in the middle of the night.”
 
   Hurrying to the tent, Sara stared for a moment at the silhouettes, as Elizabeth began to help Kari out.
 
   “You know what to do,” the voice whispered in Sara's ear. “They'll thank you for it later.”
 
   Raising the ax high above her head, Sara stared wide-eyed at the silhouettes of her two sisters for a moment longer, before bringing the ax swinging down as hard as she could manage. She immediately felt it striking something under the tarpaulin, but she didn't have time to check; she pulled the ax back up, struggling for a moment to get it high enough as she heard a gurgled cry from inside the tent.
 
   “Elizabeth?” Kari said, as her silhouette could be seen leaning forward. “What the -”
 
   Crunching the ax down again, Sara felt another impact as the ax-head struck a skull, followed by a scream that lasted just a couple of seconds before being cut short. She knew she didn't have much time, so she raised the ax again and sliced down against the top of the tent; once again, she felt it hitting something beneath the tarpaulin, and this time the ax-head managed to slice all the way through a piece of fabric; when she pulled it up again, there was blood on the metal, but she knew she couldn't stop now.
 
   “They're on their way,” the voice told her. “Let them finish their journey.”
 
   “This is to make everything better again!” she shouted, before swinging the ax down again.
 
   For a fraction of a second, she saw a mangled silhouette rising up the side of the tent, accompanied by a stuttering gurgle. The silhouette seemed wrong somehow, as if it was partly human but with a huge section having been sliced away and other pieces hanging from strips of flesh and broken bone. The ax quickly fell again, hitting the silhouette and causing a loud grunting sound as one end of the tent collapsed.
 
   “More,” the voice whispered to Sara. “Don't stop.”
 
   Although her arms were tired, she knew what she had to do. Raising the ax again, she stared down at the tarpaulin and saw that there was still movement inside, as well as a low, whimpering sound, although the silhouettes no longer looked remotely human, even as they desperately tried to escape. Closing her eyes, Sara slammed the ax down again, then again, and then several more times until her arms could no longer take the strain. Letting out a gasp, she dropped the ax and stepped back, and finally she saw that nothing was moving under the tarpaulin.
 
   “Oh,” the voice continued, “that's even better than I ever imagined. You've more than made up for your betrayal, little girl, but there's still one more thing I need you to do.”
 
   Staring at the tent, Sara suddenly felt a sickening sense of horror as she realized her sisters were dead. Tears began to form in her eyes, and she felt as if all her blood was turning cold.
 
   “Stay strong,” the voice insisted. “You've done good work.”
 
   “Are they really...” Pausing, Sara took a step back. “Are they really dead?”
 
   “Of course they are.”
 
   With tears in her eyes, Sara began to realize the full enormity of what she'd just done. “And are they... Are they happier now, where they are?”
 
   “Where do you think they are, Sara?”
 
   “Heaven,” she replied. “That's what you told me. You said they'd be happier after they were dead, because they'd go to heaven and they wouldn't have to live with the pain I caused them. That's why I sent them there, because I wanted to make it up to them. I made them so sad here at the farm, I thought they'd be happier up there.”
 
   “Maybe they would be,” the voice continued, “but they're not in heaven. People don't get to go up there if they still have something to do down here.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Have you never seen a ghost before?” the voice replied, with a hint of laughter.
 
   Spinning around, Sara looked at the darkness, terrified that she might see figures moving closer.
 
   “They're going to want their revenge first,” the voice told her. “They're coming for you, little girl. Your two sisters are going to want to make you pay.”
 
   Taking a step back, Sara realized with horror that she could see two silhouettes near the other end of the barn, and she recognized them immediately.
 
   “There's only one thing for you to do now,” the voice added. “Run! Hide or they'll get you!”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
   Today
 
    
 
   “So there was some newspaper coverage of the girls' deaths, then,” Paula said, holding up a faded old newspaper from 1979, with a headline about the funeral for Elizabeth, Kari and Sara Olesun. “I thought you said information was pretty much contained.”
 
   “It was,” Sebastian replied, as he continued to sort through another box on the other side of the garage. “They had to put something in the local paper, but there's always been a group of people in this town who think they know what's best for everyone. That story is a garbled mix of truth and lies.”
 
   “There's another photo,” Paula added, seeing a picture of Elizabeth, Kari and Sara. She felt a shudder pass through her body as she realized they were standing in the yard of the farm, just in front of the house's main door. “They look so happy,” she added, trying to imagine the children when they were still alive. “I can't believe something so awful could happen in a place like...”
 
   Sebastian glanced over at her. “In a place like this?”
 
   “One of the reasons my father brought us here was to get us away from all the crime in London,” she replied, before correcting herself: “Well, actually, he brought us here so he could try one of his idiotic schemes and become an organic farmer, but the crime thing was one of the excuses he used.”
 
   “There's crime everywhere in the world,” Sebastian told her, pulling out more newspapers from one of the boxes. “The problem with a place like Bondalen is that there are people who think they control everything. Sure, there are police around, but there are powerful people who really have the final say on things. The stories in the local papers are just what they want people to believe. The truth is nastier, and it happens behind the scenes.”
 
   “You're starting to sound like a conspiracy nut,” she pointed out, looking back down at the newspaper. “Do you not think Jonah Lund killed those girls?”
 
   “I've just lived here long enough to know how it goes,” he replied, “but to be honest, I've got no interest in challenging the status quo. I just want to do my job, get my pay each month, and one day get the hell out.”
 
   “Where will you go?”
 
   “No idea. The city, maybe. There are more opportunities in Oslo.”
 
   “For a plow-driver?”
 
   “I'd like to think I could do something a little more interesting.”
 
   “Here's one about the fire,” she said, holding up another old newspaper. “Looks like the leper hospital burned down not long after the girls were killed.”
 
   “Doesn't help us much,” he pointed out. “I don't even know what we're looking for. I guess I was just hoping that something would give us a push in the right direction.”
 
   “It still might,” she said, grabbing another box and pulling it open, before picking out another newspaper. “Not these ones, though,” she added. “This paper's from 1950.”
 
   “My grandfather really didn't like throwing anything away,” Sebastian admitted. “I'm sure there are some even older ones around.”
 
   “Wow,” she continued, seeing a photo on the front page. “That's the farmhouse. It looks almost exactly the same!”
 
   “What did you expect? Time moves slowly around these parts.”
 
   “Looks like someone used to keep pigs there,” she said, trying to read the text under the photo before giving up. “Damn it, I really need to learn Norwegian.”
 
   “There are some more boxes in the basement,” Sebastian replied, getting to his feet and heading over to the door. “I'll see what I can find.”
 
   Once he was gone, Paula found herself still looking through the old newspapers from the 1950s, even though she knew there was unlikely to be anything of use. She was searching for old photos of the area, hoping that she might be able to recognize the farmhouse or a few of the other buildings, although for the most part she simply came across pages of text she didn't understand, alongside photos of people or pictures of fields. From the images alone, she got the impression that not too much really happened in the area. It felt good to take her mind off things, though, and after a while she took out her phone, hoping that she could start translating a few of the articles.
 
   And then, picking up another paper, she saw him.
 
   The text under the photo confirmed it: Jonah Lund. He looked young, maybe just a teenager, and the image staring out of the paper's front page seemed like a police mugshot. Using her phone to translate the beginning of the story, she realized she was right:
 
    
 
   Jonah Lund, 18, of Bondalen was finally arrested on the night to Monday, after a farmer reported seeing a suspicious figure in his fields. Lund has been wanted by police for some time in connection to a pair of deaths in the area, and he is now being held at a psychiatric facility while a decision is made on his future.
 
    
 
   Flicking through to the next page of the newspaper, she found more photos of Lund, including one of him being led along a street by two police officers. Just as she was about to turn to the next page, however, she noticed something on Lund's right hand. Using her photo's camera, she zoomed in and realized that she could just about make out some lettering.
 
   “What the hell?” she whispered, getting to her feet. She stared at the image for a moment longer, before turning and hurrying to the door, almost tripping over one of the other boxes in the process.
 
   As soon as she got outside, she hurried to the front door of Sebastian's house, before spotting the basement door hanging wide open.
 
   “Hey!” she shouted, hurrying down and finding him pulling some more boxes away from a cupboard. “I found something!”
 
   “About the sisters?”
 
   “Not directly, but -” Handing him the paper, she waited for him to pick up on what she'd noticed. “Well?”
 
   “It's Lund,” he replied. “Great, but Paula, we already knew what he looked like, and the -”
 
   “Not his face,” she continued, pointing at one particular spot on the photo. “His hand!”
 
   “What about his -” He stopped suddenly, finally seeing what she meant.
 
   “17019,” she read out loud, before turning to see the shocked look on Sebastian's face. “It's a tattoo. He must have been a patient before this photo was taken, but not just any patient.” She paused, as a shiver ran up her spine. “17019. Jonah Lund was the ghost we saw in the forest last night, the one who'd escaped from the leper hospital!”
 
   Grabbing the newspaper for a moment, he read the first few blocks of text.
 
   “I'm right, aren't I?” Paula continued. “It was him last night!”
 
   “You're right,” he replied, turning to her, “but that doesn't make a lot of sense. Jonah Lund was a lot of things, but he sure wasn't a leper.”
 
   “Then what was he doing there?” Paula asked. “What the hell was going on up at that place?”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
   1950
 
    
 
   “No!”
 
   “Jonah, calm down!”
 
   Twisting his whole body around in an attempt to get free, Jonah Lund let out a cry of pain as he felt the manacles digging into his flesh. He was young and athletic still, with a wiry body that was used to fighting and running; he strained at the ties that held him back, feeling them starting to stretch, and he felt absolutely certain that he'd break them if only he could find an ounce more strength. At just nineteen years old, he'd spent his life causing trouble and then trying to avoid the consequences, and he hadn't yet accept that today was the day the running stopped.
 
   One of the orderlies stepped forward and pushed firmly on his chest, forcing him down onto the bed while another orderly quickly attached the manacles' main brace to a metal frame. As soon as they were done, both orderlies stepped back a few paces, as if they weren't quite able to hide the fact that they were scared of the new patient. Big, bulky men with plenty of experience at the hospital, it had been a long time since a patient had caused them to even break a sweat, but now they glanced at each other nervously, as if each was thinking: “Thank God we got that one tied down at last.”
 
   “You can go,” Doctor Steiner told them. “Wait outside in case I need you. And one of you get the tattoo kit. I want this one marked as soon as possible.”
 
   As the two men left, Steiner made his way to the foot of the bed and watched as Jonah struggled with the manacles, still trying desperately to get free. He couldn't help but smile as he saw the young man's sheer determination, and as he watched his patient's strained muscles, he began to wonder if eventually he might do himself an injury. Time, he felt, to intervene.
 
   “What exactly are you trying to achieve?” he asked finally.
 
   Ignoring the question, Jonah tried to kick the bed's metal frame apart, with enough force that the manacle around his right ankle began to dig into his flesh.
 
   “Jonah,” the doctor continued, snapping his fingers. “Come on, look at me.”
 
   Letting out a gasp of pain, Jonah paused for a moment, as if he was finally listening, before unleashing his strongest kick yet, rattling the entire bed. He cried out again, this time at the pain in his foot.
 
   “Do you think this is going to work?” the doctor continued, forcing himself to stay and sound calm. “You're a strong young man, Jonah, but we've had strong young men at the hospital before and we've learned to deal with them. You might cause us a few extra headaches, but you certainly aren't going to break your way out using sheer force. There's -”
 
   “This is a leper hospital!” Jonah shouted, kicking the bed even harder. “Get me out of here! I don't want to turn into one of them!”
 
   “A leper hospital?” the doctor replied, raising an amused eyebrow. “Is that what you think?”
 
   “I saw!” Jonah screamed, his face turning red now as panic built in his chest. He kicked the bed again, but it was clear that he'd started to realize he needed a different approach. “When your men dragged me in, I saw where we were! Why the hell did you bring me to a goddamn leper hospital?”
 
   “You were found guilty of hurting that little boy, Jonah.”
 
   “This is a leper hospital!” Jonah yelled, so loud that the veins on the side of his neck seemed more prominent. “I don't belong in a leper hospital!”
 
   “You're not in a leper hospital. Jonah, we tell certain small lies to people. The ordinary inhabitants of Bondalen don't need to know the truth about what we do here, so we give them something more palatable, we tell them this place is a leper hospital. They believe it, which is good. Plus, the lie about having lepers here means that we're less likely to be bothered by unexpected visitors. After all, no-one wants to come anywhere near a leper hospital, do they?”
 
   “What the hell are you talking about?” Jonah shouted, filled with a cold white fury that seemed as if it might explode again at any moment. “What the hell is this place, if it's not a leper hospital?”
 
   “It's a private hospital, Jonah.”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “It means that a group of like-minded men got together and decided to set up a facility that can operate free of the state's restraints.” He paused for a moment, seeing the look of slow realization creeping into Jonah's features, along with a hint of panic. “Bondalen is the perfect place to have such a facility. Sleepy, quiet, populated by people who mind their own business and mostly undisturbed by the outside world... We're able to operate the way science tells us we should operate, rather than having to worry about other opinions. As such, we have arrangements with the local police and judiciary, so that certain interesting prisoners get redirected here, rather than being sent to languish in the state jail.”
 
   “But...” Looking around at the bare-walled room, Jonah seemed shocked for a moment. “I'm supposed to go to a psychiatric hospital,” he said finally. “The judge said -”
 
   “The judge said what we paid him to say.”
 
   “But the court -”
 
   “There was no court.”
 
   “I was in a courtroom!”
 
   “You were in our courtroom,” Steiner continued, “and the judge is a friend of the facility. As are the local police, the local political figures, and everyone else in a position of importance. Smart men, every one. They all recognize that scientific endeavor will proceed much faster if good men are unencumbered by the limits of intellectual pygmies. We're working on solving some of mankind's biggest problems, and I fully believe that right here in this sleepy little part of Norway, we'll soon develop techniques that will help the entire world.” He paused, allowing himself a faint, proud smile. “Madness is one of our focus areas.”
 
   “I'm not mad,” Jonah said firmly.
 
   “That little boy would probably argue otherwise. If you hadn't strangled him, that is. What was his name again? You know, the one whose bruised body you left in a creek about twenty kilometers north of Oslo.”
 
   “I couldn't...” Pausing, Jonah closed his eyes for a moment, as if he was trying to shut out something painful. “I didn't mean to hurt him, he just wouldn't stop screaming.”
 
   “You removed his heart while he was still alive.”
 
   “I just wanted to feel it beating in my hands,” Jonah said firmly, with his eyes still closed as if he was reliving the moment. “I was going to put it back and let him go home! Then he started to -”
 
   “I know,” Steiner replied, interrupting him. “I examined the corpse after it had been recovered. You -”
 
   “I didn't mean to kill him!”
 
   “Nevertheless, you're a murderer.”
 
   “It was like there was this other voice in my head,” Jonah continued, a little breathlessly, “telling me what to do, and it wouldn't stop going on and on, not until I...” His voice trailed off for a few seconds, before finally he opened his eyes again, this time revealing the first hint of tears. “I didn't want to do any of that stuff,” he whimpered, “but the voice told me it was the only way I'd ever feel good again. The voice promised me, it told me it had secrets that I'd learn if I was good.”
 
   “And was the voice right? Did you feel good after you killed that boy?”
 
   “For a while. The voice left me alone for a few days and I thought maybe I was going to be normal again, but then it just came back.”
 
   “Which is when you attacked the woman on the road just south of here?”
 
   “Not right away,” Jonah continued. “I spent three days trying to find another way to make the voice stop. I swear, you have to believe me, I kept telling it that none of this was right, but it just grew and grew in my head. I could feel the pressure just constantly getting worse, filling my skull. I'm not a bad person!”
 
   “You just happen to have killed two innocent people.”
 
   “It was the voice!” he shouted, pulling on the chains again.
 
   “Calm down, Jonah.”
 
   “It was all the voice!” he continued, becoming increasingly agitated. “You don't know what it's like, but it gets into my head and it tells me what to do! It makes me imagine all these dark things, and it makes me see them in my mind. It makes me dream about them, and think about them every second I'm awake, and then...” He paused, staring across the darkened room. “What do you think,” he added finally, “when you see a little girl playing? What's the first thing that pops into your head?”
 
   “I think how sweet she is.”
 
   “You're lucky,” Jonah continued. “My first thought is always how she'd scream if I put a hook in her gut, or what she'd look like if I stuck her head on a pole, or how her parents would react if I mailed her scalp to them.”
 
   “That's really what you think about?”
 
   “It's what the voice makes me think. It likes filling my mind with those images.”
 
   “That...” Steiner paused for a moment. “That must be difficult.”
 
   “It used to just be thoughts,” Jonah continued, “but eventually... It hurts. It throbs in the back of my head, and the only way to make it go away, even for a little while, is to do the things it's making me imagine. I resisted for years and years, but it got stronger.”
 
   “You feel as if you don't have any control over your own actions?”
 
   “It kept making me see things. It kept making me imagine what it would be like to do those things to those people, and then it told me that if I wanted to stop imagining it, I had to actually do it. I didn't want to, I swear. I fought back, I tried to find any other way. My God, I drank, I drank all the alcohol I could afford and then I stole more, but it didn't work, not for long. Eventually I realized that I just had to do what it told me to do.” He paused, his bottom lip trembling as he thought back to that moment. “So one day, I happened to pass that little boy on a road. He was by himself. I talked to him and I persuaded him to follow me into the forest and I...”
 
   “I know what you did to him. Everyone knows. I also had the unfortunate task of performing the autopsy, so I saw first-hand what had happened to his body.”
 
   “And that woman...”
 
   “I performed her autopsy too. Did you know she was pregnant when you chose her?”
 
   “I didn't want to hurt them,” he whimpered. “I didn't want to hurt anyone. I just wanted -”
 
   “You wanted the voice to stop. You'd have done anything to get it to stop.”
 
   “I'm so sorry,” he sobbed.
 
   “I understand,” Doctor Steiner replied, “and that's why I wanted to have you brought here, so that we can help you. You see, we have one thing in common, Jonah. We both want that voice to stop talking to you. The big difference is that, as a man of medicine and of science, and as a man with colleagues who specialize in this sort of thing, I am in a position to actually help you. Not by giving in to the voice or by doing what it says, but by getting rid of it entirely. So you see, bringing you here to the hospital is an act of great kindness on our part. We ask for no money for our troubles, no fame, no glory. We just want to be able to work.”
 
   “You can't help me,” Jonah said,with tears running down his cheeks. “It's a part of me. It's a sickness.”
 
   “That doesn't mean it has to be permanent. Some of the experimental treatments we've been developing here have the potential to rid you of this voice, Jonah. Wouldn't you like that?”
 
   “How?”
 
   “The voice is like any malignancy. It simply needs to be cut out before it can spread.”
 
   “Cut out?” Jonah paused. “What do you mean, cut out? It's not a thing, it's a thought, it's a voice! Where the hell do you think you can cut it out from?”
 
   “I think I know where to find it,” he replied, as the cell door opened and another orderly entered, carrying a small box. Behind him there was a nurse, a beautiful nurse, but she held back, as if she was only there in case of an emergency.
 
   “Do you want me to come back another time?” the orderly asked.
 
   “No, get it done now.”
 
   “Get what done now?” Jonah asked, starting to pull on the chains again. “What the hell are you going to do to me?”
 
   “Calm down,” Steiner replied, as the man headed across the room and knelt next to the bed. “This is just a brief procedure that we carry out to identify all our patients. It's possible that your appearance will change significantly during your time with us, so we need a simple mark that will make it easy to pick you out.”
 
   Jonah watched as the orderly opened his box and took out a long metal needle, along with a black pot.
 
   “It will hurt,” Steiner continued, “but that doesn't matter, not in the long run. What matters is that we get that nasty voice out of your head. You'd like that, wouldn't you? You'd like to be like other people, to have your own thoughts rather than these horrible ideas that keep getting pushed into your mind?”
 
   “What are you doing?” Jonah asked as the orderly wiped a swab on his manacled hand. “I don't want a tattoo!”
 
   “It's purely for identification purposes.”
 
   “No!” he shouted, trying to pull away but unable to get his hand clear. “Stop! You can't do this to me!”
 
   “One, seven, zero, one, nine,” Steiner told the orderly. “That's his patient number.”
 
   “No!” Jonah yelled, before crying out in pain as the smiling orderly started to tattoo the number onto his hand. On the man's neck, there was a small butterfly tattoo, just below the ear.
 
   “You need to master your pain,” Steiner continued, stepping closer to the bed as Jonah desperately tried to break free. “Pain is just your body telling you that something's wrong, but your mind can override that warning. You're a rational man, Jonah, so all you need to do is look at your hand, see that there's no need to worry, and force the pain to go away.”
 
   He waited for a moment, but as the orderly continued to apply the tattoo, Jonah was screaming more and more, and trying to get free from his chains.
 
   “I must go and speak to my colleagues,” the doctor said finally, turning and heading to the door. “Don't worry, Jonah. We work fast here, so we'll carry out the operation tomorrow. You won't have to deal with that voice in your head for very long now. We're going to cut it out and make everything better.”
 
   As he headed out into the hallway, he stopped for a moment to straighten his suit, and then he began to walk toward the stairs at the far end. He could still hear Jonah Lund screaming in his cell, but he'd learned long ago to not pay too much attention to such things. After all, the only thing that mattered was the science, and he was certain that the operation would be a huge success. Reaching the top of the stairs, he stopped for a moment, listening to Jonah's screams, before pushing the metal door shut, drowning out the sound completely.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Thirty
 
   1950
 
    
 
   “You're so lucky,” the woman whispered as she slipped the tip of the needle into his neck. “You're going to feel so much better after all of this is over.”
 
   Staring up at her, Jonah couldn't help but notice the dimples on her cheek as she smiled. And she smiled a lot. In fact, she smiled every time she looked at him, as if something about her brought an involuntary leap to her soul. Glancing at the badge on her uniform, he had to squint to read her name as she injected something into his body, but finally he made it out:
 
   “Alesund,” he whispered. “T. Alesund. What's your first name?”
 
   She looked down at her badge for a moment, before glancing at him and smiling again.
 
   “Trine.”
 
   “Trine.” He paused, feeling a rush of nausea in the pit of his belly. The drugs were starting to take effect. “That's a beautiful name.”
 
   “Thank you, Jonah, it's very sweet of you to say so.”
 
   “What's going to happen to me next?”
 
   “You're going to fall into a deep, long sleep.”
 
   “Will I wake up again?”
 
   “When the procedure is over.” She set the used needle down and then placed one of her soft hands against his forehead, checking his temperature. “You're lucky you're here, and not at one of the state institutions. They'd just lock you away and lose the key. Here, you have people who are genuinely trying to help you, people who have ideas and who care about your wellbeing.”
 
   “They think they can cure me?”
 
   “They do.”
 
   “Then they're the insane ones.”
 
   “You'll see.”
 
   “Will I?” Staring at her, he suddenly founding himself imagining her naked, imagining his hands all over her body, imagining her leaning back and opening her legs for him. He knew the thoughts were wrong, but he lacked the willpower to force them from his mind. “And then what?” he asked. “Will I be able to walk out of here and live a normal life?”
 
   “That's the goal,” she told him, packing up her equipment and turning to go to the door. “Soon, two other -”
 
   “Wait!” he called out, panicking at the idea of her leaving. “Can't you stay?”
 
   “You're about to go to sleep.”
 
   “Then stay until I nod off,” he continued. “Please. Just until I'm asleep.”
 
   “I'm not supposed to be -” Pausing, she finally made her way back to the bed, although she kept glancing at the door as if she was worried about being seen. “This is against protocol,” she told him. “I have a lot to be doing. You're not the only patient here, you know.”
 
   “Trine,” he replied, staring up at her as he fought the sense of nausea and tiredness that was sweeping like a black cloud through his body. After a moment, his attention was caught by a small silver cross that dangled from her necklace. “What do you like doing with your time, Trine? If a guy was going to take you on a date, where would you want him to take you? Hypothetically, I mean.”
 
   She smiled again, and this time she blushed too. “I've never been on a date.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “I don't know. I suppose no-one's ever asked me.”
 
   “You're kidding me.”
 
   Her smile broadened. She glanced at the door again, still nervous.
 
   Watching her, Jonah felt his mind filling with images again. He saw her slipping open the front of her uniform to expose a breast, and then he saw his hand on that breast, caressing her hard nipple. Closing his eyes, he opened his mouth and began to imagine the taste of her skin, and the smell of her body as he moved down between her legs, and -
 
   Suddenly opening his eyes, he saw her peering at him, and her smile was gone for a moment before returning.
 
   “It's okay,” she whispered, “don't fight it. Just sleep.”
 
   “But then you'll...” His voice trailed off for a moment, and he felt as if a thousand heavy weights were being tied to his soul, pulling him down into the darkness. “But then you'll leave...”
 
   “I have other patients to see, and you have an operation to get to.”
 
   He blinked a couple of times, still trying to stay awake.
 
   “Imagine,” he heard his own voice saying suddenly, in the back of his mind, “what you could do to a woman like her, once you really got started. You could make her scream so loud, she'd drown out the church bells.”
 
   “Don't go,” he whispered, unable to keep his eyes open any longer. “Promise you won't go until I'm asleep...”
 
   “I promise,” she told him.
 
   “You could cut her open,” his voice continued, “and find a hundred ways to fuck her. You could take her body apart and then put it back together however you wanted. You could keep her alive for a while, too, and you could take glass to her. Imagine those sharp edges, tearing into her tenderest flesh, making her beg for mercy.”
 
   “No,” he whispered, trying to imagine something softer, more sensual.
 
   “You could really rip into her.”
 
   “No.” He tried to bring an image of her smile back to his mind, but after a moment he began to imagine her screaming again, with blood pouring from her body as she tried to pull away from him. He saw blood flowing down her face, over her dimples and down onto her bare chest.
 
   “You know what I want you to do,” the voice whispered in his head. “You know there's only one thing that makes me happy.”
 
   Suddenly he heard the door creaking.
 
   Forcing his eyes open, he saw the nurse slipping out of the room.
 
   “No!” he called out. “Come back! I'm still awake...”
 
   Ignoring him, she pushed the door shut as she left.
 
   “Bitch,” the voice whispered, sounding louder now in the back of his mind. “She doesn't care. If you want her, you're just going to have to take her the old-fashioned way. Don't worry, though. I'll still be here when these barbarians have finished butchering your brain. They can cut your head up all they want, but they can't get rid of me. Let them do their worst.”
 
   “No,” he replied, as his eyes closed again. He tried to focus on the nurse's smile, on her dimples, on the imagined feel of her kiss, but darker thoughts quickly began to fill his mind. As he slipped into unconsciousness, the last thing he saw was a knife ripping into her flesh, and the last thing he heard was her a gurgled scream rising up through her blood-filled throat.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Jonah, can you hear me? Jonah, open your eyes. That's not a request, it's an order. Open them right now.”
 
   He tried to do what he was told, but he couldn't quite remember how to move his any part of body. He'd been asleep, he knew that much, but he didn't know how long he'd been under, and now he had no idea how to make his body obey his brain. It was as if all the connections had suddenly been pulled loose and his mind was just floating helplessly.
 
   Suddenly he felt something against his eyelid, which was forced open a moment later by two fingers, letting light flood his field of vision with such startling, painful force that he immediately felt a shooting pain in his head.
 
   “Pupils are enlarged,” said the voice, which belonged to the blurry figure that was examining him. “Response to light is minimal, but it's definitely there. That's something, at least.”
 
   “Jonah,” said another voice, “we know you're in there. You need to give us some indication that you understand what we're saying to you. I want you to open your mouth. Even if you can't get any words out, I want you to open it. Can you do that for me?”
 
   He tried, but somehow his mind couldn't find his mouth, as if the command was leaving his brain but getting lost as it tried to traverse the mass of nerve endings in his body. Finally, after a great deal of effort, he felt his toe twitch, although he wasn't sure whether or not that had actually happened. Splintered shafts of light were filling his mind, making it impossible to string any proper thoughts together.
 
   “Jonah, open your mouth,” the doctor said firmly.
 
   “Maybe it's a little too soon,” the other doctor suggested. “We can try again tonight.”
 
   “I don't think there's any harm in pushing him. Let's try with this, it might help.”
 
   A moment later, Jonah felt a sharp pain somewhere in his body, as if a needle was being driven into his flesh. He couldn't work out where the pain was coming from – an arm, maybe, or a leg – but it was definitely there. Focusing, he tried to untangle the mess of thoughts and impulses in his mind, and finally he realized that the pain was in his left forearm, just above the wrist, or... No, it was in his thigh, definitely his thigh. He felt relieved that he'd at least been able to work that one out.
 
   “Minimal response,” one of the voices said, sounding disappointed. “Okay, maybe you were right. We'll try again tonight.”
 
   Suddenly the light left his eyes, and he realized his eyelids had closed again. He could hear footsteps walking away, and then he heard a metal door being slammed shut. Although he tried to stay awake, he was already sinking again, fading into darkness, but this time the last thing he heard was the sound of a woman, laughing. Was there a laughing woman in the room, or was she just a figment of his imagination? He had no idea, and as he slipped away, he felt his conscious mind detaching itself from the rest of his soul and then falling away like dust.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Do you know how long you've been out for?”
 
   Blinking as he adjusted to the morning light, which was streaming through the window in his cell, Jonah tried to come up with an answer. His mind felt completely blank, and as his eyes darted around the room, the only color he felt comfortable looking at was white.
 
   “I... A day?” he asked finally.
 
   Doctor Steiner turned to his colleague, and then back to Jonah.
 
   “A little longer than that. Try again.”
 
   “How...” Pausing, he tried to find the strength to say another word. “How long?”
 
   “It's almost two weeks now since your operation.”
 
   “Two weeks?”
 
   “That's right. The recovery period was much longer than we anticipated, but we've come to see that as potentially a good thing. You'll be pleased to know that we got out all the tissue we were aiming for, and we're confident that the procedure was a complete success.”
 
   “Success?” he whispered. “What... What does that even mean?”
 
   “It's too early to tell,” Steiner continued, “but I don't think you'll be hearing any more voices in your head.” He smiled, causing faint dimples to appear on the side of his face. “There's a chance that you're cured, Jonah. We're confident that we've cut out the part of your brain that caused the voices. How does that feel?”
 
   “Trine.”
 
   “I'm sorry?”
 
   “The nurse. Trine.”
 
   Steiner frowned. “What about her?”
 
   “Is she here?”
 
   “She's around, I think.” He turned to his colleague again, seemingly a little concerned.
 
   “Can I see her?” Jonah asked.
 
   Steiner looked back down at him. “Why would you want to see her?”
 
   “Smile.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I want...” Feeling a little breathless, and also finding that it was difficult to concentrate on getting the words out, Jonah paused for a few frustrated seconds. “I want to thank her.”
 
   “Well... We'll see about that,” Steiner said cautiously. “For now, what matters is that you continue to rest, and that nothing jeopardizes your recovery. You're by far the most promising specimen we've had, and you seem remarkably resilient, but it's very important to us that we're able to monitor your progress and see whether you can be fully rehabilitated. We're still at the beginning of this journey, although the signs so far are excellent.”
 
   “Mirror,” he whispered.
 
   “I'm sorry?”
 
   “Show me... I want to see.”
 
   “I think he wants to see his reflection,” the other doctor suggested. “I don't see why he shouldn't.”
 
   Reaching into his pocket, Doctor Steiner took out a small, compact mirror and opened it, before holding it up in front of Jonah's face. “There you go. Don't be shocked, we had to shave your head for the operation, and there's a scar, but other than that I think you look remarkably well. We have some female patients here, we'll have to keep an eye on you when they're around.”
 
   Squinting a little, Jonah was able to see his own eyes staring back at him. They looked darker than before, with heavier shadows and larger, deeper rings, but he still recognized himself. As the mirror was tilted back a little, he saw his bald head, along with a thick scar running up to the top, held shut by metal staples. Before he could see any more, however, the mirror was taken away.
 
   “So now your job is to rest,” Doctor Steiner told him. “Tomorrow, if all goes according to plan, we can try to get you up and run a few basic tests. I'm keen to see how your motor functions recover now that we've completed the operation. Some of your wiring, so to speak, has most likely been compromised.” Reaching closer, he patted Jonah on the shoulder. “Pretty soon, my friend, I believe we'll be able to start talking about you as our biggest success to date. I hope you're feeling very proud of yourself.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “How does that feel?” the nurse asked, as she wheeled Jonah through the door and out onto a wooden deck that overlooked the forest. “Fresh air for the first time in weeks.”
 
   A faint smile crossed his lips as the chair bumped over the step, but the smile was caused as much by Trine's voice as by the sight of the pine trees stretching away into the distance. Still, there was something intoxicating about the forest, and he couldn't help imagining what it would be like to break free of the chains that held him to the chair, and to take Trine and run away from the hospital. His strength had been returning all morning, and he felt that he'd be ready soon. All his life, he'd never really stayed in one place for too long.
 
   “We can't be out here all afternoon,” she continued, “but I have some good news. Doctor Steiner told me that I'm allowed to free you up a little.” Taking a key from her pocket, she crouched next to the wheelchair and began to unlock the chains. “He's never, ever felt that it's safe to do this with a patient before, but he said he's so pleased with your progress, he's certain you're not a threat. I've got to admit, I wasn't sure at first, but he explained that it could be therapeutically useful.” Moving around to the other side of the chair for a moment, she seemed to hesitate slightly, as if she was nervous, before forcing a smile and unlocking the last chain. “There. How does that feel?”
 
   Looking down at his legs, Jonah felt a shiver pass through his body as he realized that, for the first time since his arrest, he was actually free. He wanted to leap up and start running immediately, but he knew his body was still too weak. He'd never been a patient man, but he figured he was going to have to learn.
 
   “You wait right here,” the nurse said, as she got to her feet and lit a cigarette. “Doctor Steiner doesn't like it when we smoke around the patients, so I'm going to go over to the other end of the decking while you get some fresh air.”
 
   “Stay,” he whispered.
 
   Perhaps she didn't hear him, or perhaps she simply ignored the request; either way, she headed over to the far side of the decking and leaned on the railing as she lit her cigarette and took a drag. Jonah watched her blowing smoke into the air, and he felt as if he was seeing the most beautiful creature that had ever existed. After a moment, his eyes began to focus on her ass, and he found himself mesmerized by the way her clean white uniform clung to her body, and by the way her muscles seemed to flex slightly as she shifted position.
 
   “You could have her,” he thought.
 
   He froze, as he realized that maybe those words hadn't been a thought after all. Maybe they'd been the voice in his head. Sometimes, it was difficult to tell the two apart.
 
   “She wants you,” the voice whispered. “Why do you think she's standing like that, all provocative, showing you what's on offer? A woman doesn't want to throw herself at a man, not a good woman anyway. No matter how wet she gets in those pretty little panties, she'll wait for you to make the move. She's giving you signals, though. Go and show her that you still know how to do it. She's already bent over. It wouldn't take much to slip her uniform up, pull her underwear down, and stick it in her. Imagine how she'll gasp.”
 
   He paused for a moment, trying to summon the necessary strength, before gripping the wheelchair's armrests and slowly, with a great deal of pain, hauling himself to his feet. The chair creaked beneath him, but the nurse didn't look over.
 
   “She must have heard,” the voice told him. “You know what that means, right? She's playing dumb. She wants you.”
 
   Stumbling forward, taking his first steps for weeks, Jonah had to reach out and steady himself against the wall for a moment before continuing to make his way toward her.
 
   “I'm not going to hurt her,” he told himself. “I just want her to know that I care about her. I just want to ask her if there's any hope.”
 
   “And then smash her from behind,” the voice whispered.
 
   “No,” he whispered.
 
   “You know how this works. I always get what I want from you.”
 
   Stopping suddenly, he found his mind filled with the image of Trine's bloodied body flat on its back. He saw himself climbing on top of her, able to do anything he wanted without any chance of her fighting back. Her dead eyes were staring up at the sky as he pawed at her flesh, letting his fingers draw trails in her blood. He knew he could spend hours lost in her corpse, and the forest was waiting to offer him somewhere safe to hide.
 
   “You know,” the voice said again, “how this works.”
 
   Blinking a couple of times, he forced the image from his mind and staggered on, getting closer and closer to the nurse as she continued to smoke.
 
   “You saw the cross dangling around her neck,” the voice whispered. “She'll be happier in Heaven anyway.”
 
   Letting out a gasp, he stumbled and almost fell, before steadying himself against the railing.
 
   “Hey,” the nurse said, stubbing her cigarette out and hurrying over to help him, “you're not supposed to push yourself so hard!”
 
   “I just -”
 
   “Look at the cross,” the voice hissed.
 
   Glancing at the front of her uniform, he watched for a moment as the silver cross dangled on its chain, hanging in the gap between her plump breasts and occasionally bumping against her flesh.
 
   “Bite it,” the voice told him.
 
   Leaning closer, he reached out and took the cross in his teeth.
 
   “Okay,” she said, pulling the cross back and then holding her top closed to cut off the view, as she tried to steer him back to his wheelchair, “I think that's quite enough excitement for one day, don't you? Better get you back to your room.”
 
   “Give her what she really wants,” the voice whispered. “Give her what she needs.”
 
   “Please,” he whimpered, as tears began to roll down his cheeks.
 
   “Please what?” the nurse asked. “Come on, let's -”
 
   “No!” he shouted, pushing her away and taking a few steps forward. He knew what would happen if he stayed close to her, and all he could think about was getting away. Slamming shoulder-first into the wall, he stopped and turned, just as the nurse began to approach cautiously. He could feel sweat on his brow now, and there was a sharp pain behind his eyes that seemed to be causing the whole world to tilt on its axis.
 
   “Did they really think they could cut me out?” the voice asked. “They'd be better off cutting you out, and leaving me in charge of this body.”
 
   “No,” he whispered. “You're... not...”
 
   “Okay,” the nurse said, taking a small box from her pocket and then removing a syringe that was already filled with a pale yellow solution, “I want you to stay calm.”
 
   “Get away,” he told her, his voice strained and cracked. “I'm not safe. I'll hurt you.”
 
   “I need some help here!” she shouted, looking toward the door. “I need -”
 
   “No!” he yelled, lunging at her and knocking the syringe from her hand before landing hard on top of her.
 
   “Help!” she screamed.
 
   “Do it,” the voice hissed.
 
   “Help! Somebody -”
 
   For a moment, his eyes were filled with the sight of the nurse's dead body again, and with the image of his hands holding her head and smashing her face against the wooden decking. He blinked, trying to make the image go away, but somehow it seemed to be persisting for much longer than usual, and the whole world seemed to be shimmering all around him. Focusing on the nurse and turning her bloodied head toward him, he watched in horror as a section of her skull fell away, leaving one of her dead eyes staring up him from a shattered socket. She opened her mouth and let out a faint gasp, spraying him with blood.
 
   “No,” he whimpered, trying to put the broken pieces of skull back together as he heard footsteps running toward him. “Please...”
 
   “This isn't in your head,” the voice said calmly. “You're confused, Jonah. This is real.”
 
   “No!” he shouted, as his trembling fingers pulled her left eye out. Blinking furiously, he tried to make the image go away, but suddenly he felt himself being grabbed from behind and pulled up. Screaming, he was dragged back toward the door, as he finally realized that he hadn't imagined the attack. It had really happened.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Thirty-One
 
   1950
 
    
 
   “Jonah,” Doctor Steiner said firmly, “I need you to open your eyes. Now.”
 
   Pausing for a moment, Jonah finally managed to get his left eye to open, although the right only followed a few seconds later after an extreme amount of effort. His head, his mind, his thoughts... Everything felt strangely heavy, and it took a moment before he was able to turn and see Doctor Steiner sitting near the bed. Looking down at his own arms, he realized he was chained to the bed again. If it hadn't been for the number 17019 tattooed on his hand, he might not even have recognized his own body.
 
   “Do you know where you are?” Steiner asked.
 
   Opening his mouth, Jonah tried to speak, but he felt as if there was a kind of emptiness in his mind, holding him back.
 
   “Do you know where you are?” Steiner asked again. “Come on, man. Focus.”
 
   “Trine,” he whispered, seeing a brief flash of the nurse's smile.
 
   “Never mind that now. Tell me where you are.”
 
   “Hospital,” he continued, feeling a trickle of saliva running from his mouth and down his chin. His head felt so heavy, he could barely keep it up. “Trine.”
 
   “Trine's dead, Jonah. You killed her.”
 
   He paused, unable to quite process the information. Trying to focus on the memory of her smile, he began to see another image instead, bursting through his thoughts in a series of waves: a bloodied head, with one of its eyes missing.
 
   “You're still here with us at the hospital,” Doctor Steiner continued, “and we've now performed a second operation. Following the incident with Nurse Alesund, it became apparent that the voices were still in your head, so we went back in to remove more material. It's been two weeks since that second operation and we've kept you sedated until now, for your own safety as well as the safety of everyone else here at the facility.” He paused for a moment, before making a note on his clipboard. “Jonah, you -”
 
   “Trine,” he whispered, holding his breath as he tried to focus on the memory of her smile. “Trine...”
 
   “Trine's gone,” the doctor said firmly. “You killed her two weeks ago.”
 
   “No...”
 
   “Yes. I can assure you, I've spent a great deal of time working to deal with the mess you caused. Fortunately, the young woman didn't have very much in the way of family, and Father Skallen and I worked closely with some other important figures in the local town to avoid any kind of messy fallout. Still, you put us through a lot of trouble.” He paused again, watching Jonah closely. “I knew it was a mistake to trust you, but the others thought we should try. We'd noticed that you seemed unusually attached to Nurse Alesund, so we felt that leaving you unchained and alone with her would be a way to see if the voices might return. Unfortunately, they did.”
 
   “You...” Jonah took a deep breath, trying to focus his thoughts. “You used her to test me?”
 
   “We did.”
 
   “You knew I'd... You knew I'd... kill her?”
 
   “We knew it was a distinct possibility. We didn't want that to be the outcome, of course, but sometimes one simply has to accept these things. At least she didn't die in vain. Her death helped us to learn a great deal more about your condition.”
 
   Taking another slow, deep breath, Jonah stared at the doctor for a moment, while in his mind's eye he saw alternating flashes of Trine's smile and her dead, bloodied face. A slow, steady sense of rage was starting to fill his chest, interrupted only by sudden waves of sorrow.
 
   “Why did you focus on her eyes?” Steiner asked.
 
   “I didn't.”
 
   “You did. As well as cracking her skull open, you gouged out one of her eyes and you were trying to remove the other when my men pulled you away.”
 
   Blinking a couple of times, Jonah saw brief flashes of the nurse's eyeball dropping into the palm of his hand.
 
   “We had to cut out a lot more brain matter this time,” the doctor told him, taking the mirror from his pocket and holding it out. “Clearly we were too conservative during the first operation, so this time we went the other way. Every time we had a doubt about an area, we went ahead and removed it. You've now lost almost one quarter of your brain mass. Tell me, Jonah, how do you feel right now? Don't over-think it, just say the first thing that pops into your head.”
 
   Staring at the mirror, Jonah saw flashes of his own eyes staring back at him, and a moment later he saw more stitches on his bald head, this time with a faint depression on one side where the surgery had taken place. A moment later, the mirror was closed and slipped away.
 
   “Well,” Doctor Steiner continued, getting to his feet, “you certainly won't be winning any beauty competitions any time soon, that's for sure. Father Skallen is going to come and speak to you later today. I'm not really in favor of the idea, but the others think it might be clinically useful to try a slightly different approach. One way or another, we need to know whether we've finally cured you.”
 
   “You killed her,” Jonah whispered.
 
   “Nurse Alesund? No, I'm afraid that was all you.”
 
   “But you knew I'd do it.”
 
   Steiner sighed.
 
   “You knew,” Jonah continued, as the rage grew in his chest, “and you used her as bait for my dark side, to see if it was still in my head. You knew damn well what I'd do!”
 
   “No, we knew there was a chance. We hoped you wouldn't, but...” The doctor paused for a moment. “We're still committed to helping you, Jonah. Perhaps we were naive when we thought that we could succeed so quickly, but the truth is, this is a long-haul situation. You might never be fully normal, Jonah, and I think the chances of you ever being allowed to leave this facility are virtually zero, but we can improve the quality of your life and we can learn from you, so that we can apply new findings to other patients.” Turning, he headed to the door. “Your life will still mean something, Jonah Lund.”
 
   “Please...” Jonah whispered. “Just kill me. You can't fix me, so just make me die. I don't want to hurt anyone else.”
 
   “Nonsense,” the doctor added, stepping into the corridor and glancing back at him. “Think of the progress you're going to help us make. Don't be selfish, man. Your suffering will be used to improve the lives of others for generations to come.” With that, he pulled the door shut.
 
   “Please,” Jonah continued, with tears in his eyes as he thought back to the moment he first saw the nurse's smile, “kill me...” As soon as he heard the door being locked, his rage began to boil over. “Come back!” he shouted, straining at his chains. “Kill me! Get back here and kill me!”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “It's natural to have a kind of spiritual crisis when things are tough,” Father Skallen explained a few hours later, sitting next to Jonah's bed. “You're in pain, and you've seen some terrible things, things that no-one should ever have to see. You might be starting to feel as if God has abandoned you, but I want you to know that he never abandons any of his children. He's watching over you right now, and everything that is happening is part of his plan for you. Does that make you feel even slightly better?”
 
   “God isn't watching me,” Jonah whispered. “If he was, he'd take pity on me and end all of this right now.”
 
   “God has been watching over you from the moment you were born,” Skallen replied, “and he'll be watching over you until the day you draw your final breath.”
 
   “Was he watching over Trine when I killed her?”
 
   Skallen opened his mouth to reply, but he paused for a moment, as if the words wouldn't come.
 
   “Was he watching over the little boy I killed, or that pregnant woman? Was he watching over the man I killed in Stavanger a couple of years ago, that no-one ever even pinned on me?”
 
   Skallen looked down at the Bible in his hands, as if he was hoping for a sudden flash of inspiration.
 
   “Maybe he was watching over me once,” Jonah continued, as he felt a brief wave of pain in the back of his head, “when I was just a baby. I mean, every baby has a chance, right? Maybe for the first year or two, maybe then God was watching over me, but then... When I saw that... thing...” His voice trailed off for a moment, as he felt a shiver pass through his body.
 
   “What thing?” the priest asked.
 
   “I was just a boy,” Jonah continued, with tears in his eyes. “I wasn't born evil, Father. On that, at least, you might be right. I was a happy boy once, I had friends and I played... But that all changed when I...”
 
   Skallen waited for him to continue, but after a moment he realized that Jonah seemed to be lost in his own thoughts.
 
   “When you what?” he asked finally. “Jonah? What happened to you as a boy?”
 
   “I went inside.”
 
   “Inside where?”
 
   “The...” He paused, as his mind's eye flashed back to the day, all those years ago, when as a five-year-old boy he'd stood in the dirt, on a bright summer's day, and stared through into the darkness. “The barn,” he whispered finally. “The farm.”
 
   As soon as he heard those words, Skallen leaned forward in his chair. “Which farm?”
 
   “Everyone always said, you never go into that barn.” He paused again, with tears running down his face. “All the other children knew there was something in there, something bad. Even the adults knew. If they heard us talking about it, they told us to stop. I think it was bad when they were young too, I think that barn has been bad for a long, long time. They all kept away, but I...”
 
   “You're talking about the barn at Bondalen, aren't you? At the farm there?”
 
   After staring straight ahead for a moment longer, Jonah slowly nodded.
 
   Skallen waited for him to continue. “Did you... Jonah, did you go inside that barn?”
 
   “It was calling to me. I went to the farm one day with the other children. We were trespassing, but we knew the farmer was off on one of his other fields. We stood outside the barn and dared each other to go inside, but none of us would do it. Eventually we went off and played somewhere else. The others said they'd felt something trying to lure them inside, but the difference was... I felt it more strongly. I knew I had to go in, so later, I went back alone.”
 
   “What did you see?”
 
   “It took me a long time to dare myself to step inside, but eventually...” Pausing, he remembered the moment he'd stepped out of the sunlight and into the barn's dark interior. Answering the call.
 
   “Jonah,” the priest continued, “tell me what you saw in there.”
 
   Opening his mouth to reply, Jonah thought back to the cold darkness of the barn. There had been something there, something waiting, something calling out to him, not with words but with thoughts, wrapping itself into his mind. He'd gone further, fighting the urge to run, disappearing completely into the darkness, approaching the thing at the far end, the thing that had been hiding for so long, the thing that wanted him. He'd told himself it wasn't really there, but finally he'd seen its true form, and he'd felt its foul heart beating in his soul.
 
   He could almost feel it now.
 
   “Jonah,” Father Skallen hissed. “Tell me what you saw!”
 
   Suddenly Jonah remembered himself walking out of the barn again, a little while later, back into the sunlight.
 
   “I don't remember,” he said finally. “I've never been able to remember what happened in there, what I saw. I only know that I was changed that day, and that the voice has been in my head ever since. That's where it came from.”
 
   “But what did you see?”
 
   “I saw...”
 
   “Tell me, man! What is in that barn?”
 
   “Something bad. Something evil.”
 
   “But what is it? What does it look like?”
 
   Closing his eyes, Jonah tried to remember, but after a moment he felt the pain starting to throb in his mind, forcing the memory back into the shadows. All he knew for certain was that it had been something that had put a speck of darkness into his mind, and that the speck had been growing ever since, and that even Doctor Steiner's best efforts couldn't cut it out.
 
   “If I'd never gone into that barn,” he said finally, “if I hadn't let it lure me in, I might have been normal.” He tried to reach up to wipe the tears from his eyes, but his hands were still chained to the bed.
 
   “I've heard stories about the barn at Bondalen,” Father Skallen said after a moment, “but I thought that's all they were. Stories. Even when I was growing up, people used to talk about that place, it always had a strange kind of atmosphere about it. One of my friends once claimed he'd gone in and that there was nothing there, but then we found out he'd chickened out and just gone to buy sweets at the shop down the road, while the rest of us waited in the playground for him to come back.”
 
   “Whatever's in there,” Jonah replied, “it's to blame for what I've become. It's to blame for a lot of things around here.”
 
   “You must take responsibility for your own actions and -”
 
   “It's not my fault!” Jonah shouted suddenly, trying to climb off the bed, only for the chains to hold him back. “It's too late to save me now! I don't want pity, I want you to kill me!”
 
   “Please -”
 
   “If you have any Christian faith in your soul,” Jonah continued, still pulling on his chains, “you'll -”
 
   He stopped as, suddenly, he felt the metal rail coming loose on the side of the bed. Realizing that Skallen hadn't noticed, he lay back down for a moment and kept his right hand hidden as he worked to slip the chains over the rail's closest end. His mind was racing as he tried to work out how he might be able to escape, but he knew he had to be careful. He might never get another chance to get away from the hospital and...
 
   He paused, as he finally realized what he had to do.
 
   He had to go back to the farm and kill whatever was waiting there.
 
   “Perhaps someone should go and look in that barn,” Skallen said cautiously. “Some men should go and open it up, see what's really inside.”
 
   “They won't,” Jonah said firmly.
 
   “It might put an end to all this madness.”
 
   “You could only put an end to it by burning the place down,” Jonah replied, “and even then... Whatever's in there, it can lure people in, but it can also keep them out. It hasn't survived all these years without defenses. You'll walk out of this place today and within ten paces you'll barely remember talking about the barn, you'll forget you believed a word I told you, and one way or another, you'll end up not doing a damn thing about it. That's one of the ways it's managed to stay there for so long.”
 
   “We'll see about that,” Skallen replied, getting to his feet and heading over to his bag in the far corner of the cell. “I shall come back tomorrow,” he added, slipping his Bible away, “and perhaps you'll be a little more receptive to my words.”
 
   Once the priest's back was turned to him, Jonah looked down at his right arm and managed to twist the chains off the rail. Reaching around, he guided the other chains around the rail, making sure to not make too much noise, until he pulled the final chain away. Sitting up, he realized that he was free, but he also knew it wouldn't be easy to get out of the hospital. He'd need a hostage.
 
   “I think you'll start to see things my way soon enough,” Skallen continued, picking up his bag and turning to him. “There's really only one way to -”
 
   He froze as he saw Jonah climbing off the bed.
 
   “Wait -”
 
   Without giving him a chance to say another word, Jonah lunged at the priest, knocking him back against the wall and clamping a hand over his mouth.
 
   “One sound,” he hissed, “and I'll rip your goddamn throat out. You might not want to believe me, Father, but I'm a very inventive man when it comes to killing people. You might even say that I'm Death himself. In fact, hell, I like that idea quite a lot!”
 
   Staring back at him with terrified eyes, Skallen briefly tried to get free before seemingly realizing that there was no point struggling.
 
   “I'm getting out of here,” Jonah continued, “but you don't need to worry, I'm not going to go and kill anyone else, not just for fun, anyway. That's actually the last thing I want. I'm just going to find a way to end all of this pain and misery, not just for me but for everyone else too. Maybe I'll burn that goddamn barn down, and then I'll stay right inside while it happens. It's the best thing, Father. Now, I'll kill you if I have to, but -” He paused, as he felt a sharp pain in his head. “Don't make me do that,” he added finally, grimacing a little. “You're going to come with me on the way out of here, do you understand? I'll let you go once I'm clear. Nod if you understand.”
 
   The priest nodded quickly.
 
   Letting go of the man's face, Jonah grabbed him by the shoulders and pushed him toward the door.
 
   “Tell the guard outside that you're ready to leave.”
 
   “But -”
 
   “Tell him!”
 
   Taking a cautious step forward, Skallen raised his trembling fist and paused for a moment before knocking on the door.
 
   “You done, Father?” called out a voice from the other side.
 
   “I...” Skallen turned back to look at Jonah for a moment, before facing the door again. “I am,” he replied, his voice trembling with fear. “Thank you.”
 
   “You're doing God's work,” Jonah whispered, as they heard the door being unlocked. “Maybe you were right. Maybe God is watching me again, and he knows I need to get out of here so I can put a stop to all of this. I don't reckon God much likes whatever's in that barn either.”
 
   “Okay,” the guard said, swinging the door open. “Did -” Stopping suddenly, he saw the empty bed.
 
   Without giving the guard a chance to react, Jonah reached around and grabbed his neck, before slamming the man's head into the metal door with enough force to knock him out instantly. Pushing the unconscious body to the floor, he reached down and relieved him of his keys and gun, before turning aiming the gun at Skallen's terrified face.
 
   “Lead the way,” he said, a little breathlessly. “Get me out of this place.”
 
   Raising his hands as if in surrender, Skallen turned and led Jonah out into the corridor, and then along to a door at the far end. He kept glancing over his shoulder, as if he was running through the various options, but he clearly knew that there was no way he could fight back.
 
   “If we meet anyone else,” the priest said with fear in his voice, “should I -”
 
   “Let me worry about that,” Jonah told him. “If we take the door at the far end, we should end up on the decking at the back, shouldn't we?”
 
   “Yes, but -”
 
   “So move.” Pushing the priest in the back, he forced him to walk a little faster. “I will shoot you if I have to, Father. The only thing that matters to me right now is getting to that barn and destroying whatever's in there.”
 
   “Maybe you're not thinking straight -”
 
   “I'm thinking straight for the first time in years,” he said firmly as they reached the door. “I know what I have to do.”
 
   “But -”
 
   “Out of the way,” Jonah said, pushing him to one side and trying each of the guard's keys until he managed to get the door unlocked. Pulling it open, he was surprised to see that darkness had fallen outside. “I didn't even know it was night,” he continued with a hint of awe, before grabbing the priest and pushing him out onto the decking. Stepping after him, he looked to the right and saw that he was almost in the exact same spot where he'd been when he killed the nurse. Blinking a couple of times, he saw her bloodied face in the moonlight, almost as if she was still there.
 
   Suddenly, he heard footsteps running away. He turned and saw that Skallen was racing back into the building.
 
   “Help!” the priest shouted. “He's getting -”
 
   Raising the gun, Jonah fired, hitting him in the right leg just below the knee. He fired again, hitting him in the same spot as the man dropped to the floor with a cry of pain.
 
   Hearing voices shouting in the distance, he realized he had to get moving. He ran across the decking and vaulted the railing; the drop on the other side was a little higher than he'd expected and he stumbled as he landed, rolling down a shallow incline before coming to a rest in the mud. As he got to his feet, he realized he'd lost the gun, but there was no time to find it now; three orderlies had already reached the decking just above him, so he turned and ran between the pine trees. He could hear them shouting for him to stop, but he knew that nothing else mattered now, he just had to get to the Bondalen farm and kill whatever was in the barn.
 
   “Jonah!” a voice shouted from far behind him. “For God's sake man, stop!”
 
   Stumbling onward, he began to feel weak. Leaning against one of the trees for a moment, he tried to catch his breath, but the pain in his head was getting worse and -
 
   Suddenly someone grabbed him from behind and tried to pull him back. Twisting around, he grabbed the orderly by the throat and squeezed tight, while pushing him down to the ground. There were more voices in the distance, but Jonah could focus only on one thing, as adrenalin coursed through his veins and he tried to squeeze the last life out of the man he was holding.
 
   “That's right,” the voice whispered in his head. “Kill another one.”
 
   Finally, realizing that he had no time to wait, he turned and ran again, struggling to keep going as he darted between the trees, almost running straight into a few of them as they loomed out of the darkness. He'd lost all sense of direction, but he figured he could find his way in the morning, once he was free from his pursuers and the sun had come up.
 
   And then he fell. Landing hard, he immediately tried to get up but found that he couldn't. He was starting to feel dizzy, and as he tried once again to find enough strength to keep running, he felt as if the entire world was spinning around him.
 
   “You didn't really think you'd get away, did you?” whispered the voice at the back of his mind. “Look at you. You're pathetic.”
 
   He reached forward, and as he stared at his trembling hand he saw the number 17019 tattooed on his flesh. He was just a number now, not a man; worse than that, he was someone else's property.
 
   “Got you,” said one of the other orderlies, climbing onto his back and slipping a pair of handcuffs around his wrists. “If you think you were locked up tight before, wait until you see what we're going to have to do to you now.”
 
   “Just let me go,” he gasped, still reaching out to the darkness up ahead. “I have to kill it. You don't understand, I have to make sure that it doesn't get into anyone else's mind! I have to -”
 
   Before he could finish, he was hauled to his feet and the two orderlies began to pull him back to the hospital. When he continued to struggle, he felt a needle being driven into his neck, and finally his knees started to give way. He tried to scream, but it was too late as his mind sank once again into darkness.
 
   “You're mine,” the voice told him. “You always have been, and you always will be.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Thirty-Two
 
   1950
 
    
 
   “Do you know who you are?”
 
   Keeping his eyes closed, Jonah knew that eventually he'd have to look. As he felt a bony hand against the back of his neck, he shuddered, and for a fraction of a second he could see the thing in the barn again, the creature that had taken his young mind and filled it with darkness.
 
   “You are my beautiful, perfect agent of death,” the voice continued. “One might even say that you are Death. Through you, I can still extend my influence beyond this place.”
 
   He began to open his eyes, but all he could see was a blurry blue light.
 
   “I need to feel emotions,” the voice continued. “I need to feel real, human emotions, and I can feel them through you. Do you know, Jonah, which emotion is the strongest?”
 
   “Love?” he asked.
 
   “Pain.”
 
   He tried to look up, but the light was blinding.
 
   “Bide your time,” the voice continued, as the light grew stronger and stronger, slowly enveloping his mind. “I have plans for you yet.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “What do you think is going on in his mind now?” asked Doctor Steiner, watching from the other side of the room. “Anything at all?”
 
   “He hasn't said a word since he woke up yesterday,” replied the other doctor. “Maybe the third time was the charm. I mean, we really took a lot of brain matter out this time. It's hard to believe there's much of a mind left in there. In medical terms, we're in uncharted territory now.”
 
   “Don't underestimate him,” Steiner said firmly, keeping his eyes fixed on Jonah's blank, staring face. “I don't want any more short-cuts. This man is to be considered highly dangerous, and I want him kept under lock-and-key all the time. No-one approaches, not even the orderlies. When he needs to be fed, we'll put food on a stick.”
 
   “That's inhumane.”
 
   “Are you going to start developing a conscience now?” Steiner asked, turning to him.
 
   “Well...” The other doctor paused for a moment. “I suppose not. We have to do what we have to do.”
 
   “He's already killed a nurse and an orderly,” Steiner continued, “and Father Skallen had to have his leg amputated. Hell, I wouldn't even turn my back on Jonah Lund now if the bastard's heart had stopped. He's quite the most dangerous man I've ever encountered, but he's also remarkable in many ways.”
 
   “You think we can still use him?”
 
   “I know we can. I just have to figure out how.”
 
   “I should check on the other patients. We've been worrying so much about Lund, the rest are liable to start feeling left out.”
 
   “I'm going to focus on this man from now on,” Steiner told him. “I truly believe we're getting closer to a breakthrough. I just wish he'd talk, or respond in some way. I'm certain he's still in there.”
 
   “Don't waste too much time on him,” the other doctor replied, heading to the door. “He's basically a vegetable now. We've got some much more exciting prospects in store.” Stopping, he turned and waited for Steiner to reply. “Henrik? Did you hear a word I just said to you?”
 
   “I heard,” Steiner replied, keeping his gaze fixed on Jonah. “Don't worry, I won't waste any time. I just want to make sure we wring every last bit of use out of this man first.”
 
   As soon as the other doctor had left the room, Steiner took a couple of steps toward Jonah, although he was careful not to get within striking range.
 
   “Are you in there?” he asked, watching the man's vacant eyes, which continued to simply stare straight ahead. “Almost an entire third of your brain has been removed now, it's a miracle you're still able to breathe in and out. I never planned to take so much out of you, but you rather pushed my hand. Still, we have to have got it all this time.” He paused, before crouching down so that he could make eye contact with his patient. “Give me one sign, Mr. Lund. Show me that somewhere in that wrecked and damaged head of yours, there's still a flickering soul.”
 
   He waited.
 
   No response.
 
   “Well,” he added finally, getting to his feet. “We'll have plenty of time to work in the years to come. I fully intend to keep you alive for as long as possible and to learn everything I can from you.” He paused, before stepping forward and then reaching out and daring to touch one of Jonah's limp hands. “I promise,” he added, before pulling his hand back and heading to the door.
 
   Once Steiner was out of the cell and the metal multi-lock door had been sealed shut, Jonah remained completely still in his chair, staring straight ahead. He made no attempt to pull on his chains, and he barely even blinked as dust floated through the room and settled on his eyes. On one side of his head, a large section had been sliced away, and the remaining skin had been folded over and stapled shut; the staples were still fresh and the wound was oozing a little, although over the years it would eventually begin to heal. Jonah, meanwhile, simply stared ahead and waited for his mind to come back, and for another chance to escape.
 
   As things turned out, he would have to wait twenty-nine years.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Thirty-Three
 
   Today
 
    
 
   “There they are,” Sebastian whispered, as he and Paula watched the roadside diner from a safe distance. “The great and the good of Bondalen, leaving after another session.”
 
   Squinting a little, Paula saw several middle-aged - and older - men heading out of the diner's front door. They seemed very friendly, stopping to chat with one another and shaking hands as they headed off to their cars. After a moment, she realized that she recognized one of the men as the priest she'd met at the church a few days ago, limping along with his prosthetic leg.
 
   “They always meet here at around four in the afternoon,” Sebastian explained, checking his watch, “and they always leave around now, at six, after several coffees.”
 
   “What do they talk about?” she asked.
 
   “Anything they consider to be important. You've got the police chief, Dennis Dybendal, over there, in the suede coat and the green trousers, and the guy with the red trousers is the leader of the council's finance department. They've basically set themselves up as a group that controls all the important decisions in the area. If anyone so much as sneezes wrong around here, these guys will add it to the agenda for their next meeting.”
 
   “And it's legal for them to do this?”
 
   “No-one cares. Not this far from the city.”
 
   “I think my father came up here the other day,” she continued. “He said they invited him shortly after we arrived.”
 
   “Of course they did. They were screening him.”
 
   “Screening him?”
 
   “Getting an idea for what kind of guy he is. Did they invite him back?”
 
   “I don't think so.”
 
   “Then they decided to keep him at arm's length. He obviously didn't impress them enough, or make them think he deserved a spot at their meetings.”
 
   “Did they ever screen you?”
 
   He smiled. “My family never owned enough land or had enough money to even come up on their radar. It's all about power with these people.”
 
   “But they're harmless, right?” she continued. “I mean, it's just a bunch of gossipy old men meeting at a diner for coffee.” She waited for him to answer, as cars started pulling out of the diner's parking lot. “Right?”
 
   “The place is closed now,” he replied. “So why did a few of them not leave?”
 
   “I don't see anyone left.”
 
   “That's because they went around the side. What the hell are they doing there?”
 
   “I don't want to think about the possibilities.”
 
   “Come on,” he replied, stepping toward the road once the cars had passed. “I want to see what's really going on.”
 
   “Hey!” She watched as he hurried over to the parking lot. Realizing that she had to stick with him, she looked both ways to make sure the cars were gone, and then she made her way across the road. As she caught up to Sebastian, she looked up at the diner and saw that the lights were off inside, and a sign on the door showed that it was closed for the day.
 
   “They've got quite a lot of security cameras here,” Sebastian pointed out as he made his way to the far end of the building. “More than you might expect for a crumby, out-of-the-way diner.”
 
   “You really don't like this place, do you?” she replied.
 
   “I think it's odd that they built it in such a random location. Don't you? I mean, there's a main road less than two kilometers away. If you were going to build a diner, surely that's where you'd put it?”
 
   “Alright, I'll bite. Why do you think they built it here?”
 
   “After the abandoned leper hospital burned down,” he replied, “they rushed through the plans and had the diner up in less than two months, almost as if they'd been preparing in advance.” Reaching the corner, he peered round before turning back to her. “What better way to hide something than to build something else on top of its ruins?”
 
   “But why would they want to -”
 
   “This way.”
 
   Following him around the corner, she looked up and saw two more cameras mounted at the top of the wall, and she couldn't help but notice that they looked very modern. Sebastian was right: these people did seem to have put a lot of money and effort into keeping an eye on a random, off-the-beaten-path diner.
 
   “And you think this has something to do with the farm?” she asked as they headed around to the rear of the building. “The photo in the newspaper proved that Jonah Lund was a patient here, but that was back when it was a leper hospital. To be honest, I'm more worried about the noises I keep hearing in the house.”
 
   Stopping up ahead, Sebastian looked down a set of stairs that led to a basement door.
 
   “Why do you think those little girls are haunting your farm?”
 
   “Why do you think they're haunting it?” she asked.
 
   “Maybe the official story about their death isn't true. Maybe Jonah Lund didn't kill them.”
 
   “Then who did?”
 
   “I have no idea, but if you want them to leave you alone, maybe you should start worrying about what's really going on.”
 
   He began to make his way down the steps until he reached the door. Turning the handle, he pulled it open and peered inside, before turning to Paula and gesturing for her to follow.
 
   “Maybe this isn't such a good idea,” she hissed. “I don't want to get caught trespassing!”
 
   “Just come and take a look,” he replied, keeping his voice low as he stepped through the door.
 
   Pausing for a moment, Paula finally hurried down the steps and slipped through the open door, finding herself in a bare, bland little room with a desk at one end.
 
   “Great,” she muttered. “It's like a waiting room or something.”
 
   “In the basement of a diner,” he replied, heading to the door at the far end and trying the handle, only to find that it was locked. “Heavy-duty security, too. Someone really doesn't want anyone to go snooping too far down here.” Peering through a small window set into the top half of the door, he cupped his hands around his eyes in an attempt to see better. “It's really hard to make anything out,” he whispered after a moment, “but I think I see...”
 
   She waited for him to finish. “You see what? Listen, maybe we should just -”
 
   “It's like a hospital lab,” he replied, turning to her with a hint of shock in his eyes. “This place isn't abandoned at all.”
 
   “What do you -”
 
   “They didn't build a diner on top of the ruins of an old hospital,” he continued, interrupting her. “They moved the hospital underground and built a diner on top to keep it hidden.”
 
   “Why would they do that?”
 
   He paused for a moment, before heading back over to her. “I don't think we should let them -”
 
   Before he could finish, the external door swung open and two figures stepped into view. One of them, an older guy wearing a long suede coat and green trousers, was holding a gun.
 
   “Find anything interesting?” he asked, with a faint smile. “Looks like there's another snowstorm coming tonight, Sebastian. Shouldn't you be resting up ready to get out there in your plow, instead of poking around up here?” He turned to Paula. “And shouldn't you be at the hospital, waiting for your poor sick father to wake up? Or maybe learning Norwegian. Seems like you both have skewed priorities.”
 
   “We got lost,” Paula replied, panicking. “We were looking for the way out.”
 
   “You were, huh?”
 
   “We were in the diner,” she continued, “and we went to the toilet, and when we came back the whole place was locked and closed. We came down here to try to find another exit.”
 
   “You did, did you?”
 
   “So we'll just be going now,” she added. “There's no need to -”
 
   “Why not take a look around?” he replied, interrupting her as the other man stepped past and reached into his pocket. “We don't often get visitors.”
 
   As the other man came closer, Paula realized that she recognized him as the doctor who'd been treating her father at the hospital. He glanced at her and smiled, as if he could see the shock in her eyes, and finally he swiped a card against the thick metal door, deactivating the lock and allowing him to pull it open.
 
   “I think we actually need to get going,” Paula said, trying not to panic. “We -”
 
   “Let her go,” Sebastian said suddenly, interrupting her. “I'm the one who's been poking around. There's no need to -”
 
   Interrupting him, the doctor said something in Norwegian.
 
   Sebastian replied and, again, Paula didn't understand a word of what he was saying.
 
   “You can both take the guided tour,” the man with the gun replied. “Besides, trespassing is a criminal offense, and as chief of the local police force, it's my duty to investigate.” He smiled. “I met your father, Ms. Ridley, but I'm afraid you and I never had the pleasure of an introduction. My name is Dennis Dybendal, and my friend here is Stieg Bakkerud, but then I think you two have met, haven't you?”
 
   Taking a step back, Paula glanced at the external door and began to wonder whether she and Sebastian could somehow force their way out.
 
   “Don't,” Dybendal said suddenly. “I know what you're thinking, and... Just don't. Get inside.”
 
   “It's going to be okay,” Sebastian said, turning to Paula. “Don't worry, we'll sort this out.” Stepping past her, he made his way through the door.
 
   “Come on,” Dybendal continued, “what's the worst that could happen?”
 
   Realizing that she had no choice, Paula followed Sebastian and found herself on a metal walkway, overlooking a dimly-lit laboratory below. There were workbenches and computers, and various tanks of liquid arranged over by the far wall. An elderly man was down at one of the benches, seemingly oblivious to the fact that he had company as he worked at a laptop.
 
   “We run a little facility here,” Dybendal explained as he followed them through and pulled the door shut. “The old leper hospital was a good cover, but certain events in the late seventies meant that we needed to be a little more cautious. After the girls died, some police from Oslo started poking around for a while, and they weren't particularly welcome. At first, the founders of this place just wanted to -”
 
   Before he could finish, an anguished scream rang out from somewhere deep in the building, although it was quickly cut short.
 
   “Let me guess,” Sebastian said darkly. “A leper?”
 
   “At first,” Dybendal continued, “the hospital was just a place to keep and care for people when we didn't want to pass them on to the state system. Over the years, the place began to take on a more experimental line of work. Under the stewardship of Doctor Steiner, this facility become a world leader in terms of psychiatric rehabilitation, although -”
 
   “How can it be a world leader,” Sebastian asked, interrupting him, “if the world doesn't know that it exists?”
 
   “The work that has been done here is going to have a huge impact on the way psychiatric medicine moves forward. We're very fortunate to have had, in our midst, some of Europe's leading researchers.”
 
   “But you still feel the need to hide away,” Sebastian pointed out.
 
   “What can I say? We're just very private people by our nature. I'm sure you can understand that, after all those lonely nights plowing the roads.”
 
   “What are you doing here?” Paula asked, stepping forward and staring down at the man working at the desk. She paused, before turning to the inspector. “What do -”
 
   She stopped as the scream rang out again.
 
   “Who is that?” she continued, feeling a knot of tension starting to twist in her gut.
 
   “Our sole remaining patient.”
 
   “What's his name?” Sebastian asked.
 
   “That doesn't matter.”
 
   “Then why not tell us?”
 
   Dybendal paused for a moment, before indicating for them to keep walking. “It doesn't matter why we like to keep this place secret,” he continued, as they headed along the walkway and finally began to walk down the metal steps at the end. “All that matters is that we do like to keep it secret. Secrecy isn't a crime, and it doesn't necessarily mean that we have anything to hide. Our predecessors simply wanted to conduct their work without any interference from the outside world, and they came to Bondalen because they knew that the people here would let them get on with things in private. The arrangement was beneficial for all parties.”
 
   “Jonah Lund was a patient here, wasn't he?” Sebastian replied as they reached the bottom of the steps. “He escaped and killed those children.”
 
   “That was very unfortunate,” Dybendal replied.
 
   “But you managed to cover it all up.”
 
   “We prefer to deal with things amongst ourselves around here. Things usually work out for the best that way.”
 
   “For you, maybe. Not for the Olesun girls, or for anyone else who suffered because of mistakes you made at this place.”
 
   “All of which were properly accounted for. The Olesuns' parents were compensated and relocated, and the farm was left abandoned. We hoped that no-one would ever move in again, but unfortunately the local estate agent had other ideas. Not everyone can be persuaded to toe the line. The plan was to quarantine the place -”
 
   “Quarantine it?” Paula asked, stepping forward. “Why? Because of a few ghosts?”
 
   Dybendal stared at her for a moment. “You really have no idea what's on that farm, do you?”
 
   “So why don't you tell us?” Sebastian asked.
 
   “Because I don't know,” he replied. “None of us do. We've just learned, over the years, to leave the place alone. It's a shame, Ms. Ridley, that your father couldn't be persuaded to abandon his plans and sell the place on. Still, he might see things differently now, after his unfortunate accident.”
 
   “Accident?” She stared at him for a moment, before finally realizing what he meant. “It wasn't an accident, was it?” she continued, with mounting horror. “You did that to him on purpose!”
 
   “Calm down -”
 
   “You tried to kill him!” she shouted, lunging forward before Sebastian grabbed her arms and pulled her back. “He might still die!” she yelled, struggling to get free.
 
   “Not now!” Sebastian hissed. “Be smart!”
 
   “Your father's injuries aren't that severe,” Doctor Bakkerud explained. “We could still pull him round at pretty much any moment, if we decided that was the best course of action.”
 
   “But we'd need something in return,” Dybendal added. “We'd need to be sure that you and he won't persist with this foolish idea of getting the farm back up and running. That place needs to be left well alone.”
 
   “Why?” she asked, still brimming with fury as she tried to get free from Sebastian's grip. “What the hell are you so afraid of? What's on the farm?”
 
   “There's something in the barn,” he replied. “We've considered trying to remove it, or destroy it, but whatever it is, we feel the best strategy is just to leave it there and keep people away from the place.”
 
   “So that's what you're trying to do?” Sebastian asked. “Keep everyone safe?”
 
   “That's all we've ever been trying to do. The people of this area need men like us to put things in order. It's a system that has worked perfectly well for many years. There's no need to change it now.”
 
   “And you'll just let them walk away?” Sebastian continued. “Somehow I don't think that's how you people operate.”
 
   Dybendal paused for a moment, as a faint smile curled its way onto his lips. “We might be persuaded,” he said finally, “if -”
 
   Before he could finish, another scream could be heard coming from somewhere else in the building.
 
   “Who is that?” Sebastian asked, letting go of Paula's arms and stepping forward. “What are you doing here? Are you torturing someone?”
 
   “We're helping him.”
 
   “He doesn't sound very comfortable.”
 
   “He needs a lot of help.” Dybendal paused again. “He's needed help for a long, long time. It was the barn, in fact, that caused all his problems. Poor Mr. Lund was never the same after he went into that place.”
 
   “Jonah Lund is still alive?” Sebastian replied, clearly shocked.
 
   “He's an old man now,” said the man at the nearby workbench, turning to them, revealing that he, too, was well advanced in years. “Then again, he's not the only one. Jonah Lund has become my life's work. I have dedicated myself to trying to help him.”
 
   “Allow me to introduce you to Doctor Henrik Steiner,” Dybendal continued, taking a step back while keeping his gun aimed at Paula and Sebastian. “Over the years, this place has fallen more and more under his -”
 
   “Enough,” Steiner snapped at him. “Why do you bring these people here to disturb me? I'm on the brink of a breakthrough with Lund, and I can't be interrupted!”
 
   “Why do I get the feeling,” Sebastian muttered darkly, “that you've been on the brink of a breakthrough for a long time now?”
 
   “Get them out of here,” Steiner snapped, gesturing for them all to leave as he turned back to the work on his bench. “I don't want visitors!”
 
   “Fine,” Dybendal replied, “but -”
 
   “And make sure they don't talk!”
 
   At this, Dybendal paused for a moment. “Of course.”
 
   “What does that mean?” Paula asked, trying not to panic.
 
   “Let's go,” Dybendal added, turning to Bakkerud with a dark, worried look in his eyes. “Out back. We -”
 
   “Run!” Sebastian shouted, lunging at Dybendal and knocking him off his feet. “Paula, get -”
 
   Before he could finish, a gunshot rang out, causing his whole body to shudder violently.
 
   “No!” Paula shouted, rushing toward him before stopping as Dybendal pushed Sebastian's slumped, bloodied body out of the way and aimed at her. He fired, but she ducked out of the way and hurried past the nearest workbench, before spotting Bakkerud blocking her way. With no other option, she turned and ran to an open door and then down a long, dimly-lit corridor.
 
   “You won't get out!” Dybendal shouted after her. “There's no point running!”
 
   Racing through another door, Paula turned and pushed it shut. With tears in her eyes, she fumbled for a lock, finally finding a bolt and sliding it across before spotting a nearby table and hauling it over until it was blocking the door. She knew it wouldn't last for long, but she was trying not to panic and she figured she needed to find another way out. Turning, she looked around the dark, small room.
 
   “Sebastian!” she shouted, taking a step back as tears rolled down her cheeks. “Are you out there?”
 
   She waited, but all she heard was voices in the corridor outside.
 
   “Oh God,” she whispered, taking another step back, “please -”
 
   Suddenly, hearing a heavy thud behind her, she turned and saw that there was a long glass window on the far side of the room, looking into an adjoining room lit by a single light on one of its walls. Something was moving in there, though; something was lumbering through the darkness and, after a moment, the figure bumped against the window again, placing a dirty, swollen hand on the glass.
 
   “Who are you?” Paula whispered, taking a step forward.
 
   From the other side of the glass, there was a faint groan.
 
   “Don't make us force our way in there,” Dybendal called out from the other side of the door. “Let's just make this as easy as possible.”
 
   Taking another step forward, Paula reached the glass and stared at the naked figure on the other side. She could tell it was a person, but the shape seemed wrong somehow, especially at the top, where half its head seemed to have been sliced away. As the figure turned slightly, a patch of light caught the thick stitches that ran across its flat scalp, as well as the thick wrinkles on its aged face.
 
   “You're Jonah Lund,” Paula whispered, as a shiver passed through her body. “You're -”
 
   She watched as the figure placed a hand on the glass again, and this time she saw the number 17019 still tattooed on his pale, leathery skin.
 
   “How long have they been doing this to you?” she asked, reaching out and placing a hand on the glass, as she heard another low, rumbling groan from the other side. “Jonah -”
 
   Before she could finish, the figure turned to face her, and she saw its dark, bloodied eyes as he snarled. Instinctively, she took a step back. The man on the other side was clearly in his seventies, maybe even his eighties, but he had a lean, wiry body covered in knotted scars.
 
   “What do you think you can do from in there?” Dybendal called from the other side the door, as he tried to smash it open. “There's no way out, so you might as well do the smart thing and open up. We can still talk. Your boyfriend's alive, but he's bleeding and if you want us to get him some medical attention, you need to start cooperating.”
 
   Feeling as if she was frozen in place, Paula watched in horror as the figure on the other side of the window took a step back, taking its hand away from the glass and receding once again into the shadows.
 
   “Don't look at him,” Dybendal continued. “It's a mistake, don't look, you'll only end up feeling pity for him, and that's the last thing he needs. He's a monster and he always has been. He's killed people, good people, people who were only trying to help him. Sometimes I think he should have been allowed to die when those little girls shot him, but Steiner insisted on saving him. One thing about Lund, he's resilient.”
 
   “The little girls shot him?” Paula whispered, before turning to look back over at the door. “The Olesun girls?”
 
   “The oldest girl shot him right in the chest.”
 
   “But...” She paused. “I thought he killed them?”
 
   “He might as well have done,” Dybendal replied. “I don't know who killed those girls, some bastard with an ax. By that point, it was easier to just blame Lund. The real killer was obviously long gone.”
 
   “What are you doing in there?” Doctor Steiner called out, banging on the door. He muttered something in Norwegian, before banging again. “Open this door immediately. I will not -”
 
   Suddenly Lund slammed into the glass window again with pure fury, as if the doctor's voice had drawn his rage. Paula instinctively stepped back, but the window held firm despite a second attack, as Lund's tattooed fist slammed into its surface and he let out a growl of pain.
 
   “Open the door!” Steiner shouted. “I'm so close to a breakthrough! I won't have you interrupting my work!”
 
   Hearing more arguments in Norwegian, Paula stepped closer to the glass and saw Lund's ravaged body approaching from the other side. He was naked, which made it easier to see the scars all over his torso, including what appeared to be an old gunshot wound that had healed. As she made eye-contact with him, Paula held her breath, but Lund seemed to have calmed a little, and finally he placed both his hands against the glass. Figuring that he was in pain, she did the same, and for a moment she felt as if there was still intelligence in his mind, staring back at her.
 
   “I -” she began, before falling silent as she felt overwhelmed by the agony in the man's eyes. “What the hell have these people done to you?”
 
   On the other side of the glass, Lund let out a faint whimper.
 
   Suddenly there was a gunshot from behind. Turning, Paula saw that part of the door had been blasted, and a second later another shot blew the bolt away. As the door opened and pushed the table aside, Dybendal stepped into the room with his gun raised, and with Doctor Steiner leaning on his cane as he followed.
 
   The old man shouted something in Norwegian, clearly furious, but his voice seemed to draw more anger from Lund, who began once again to slam his fists against the window, while crying out.
 
   “Come on,” Dybendal muttered, as he and Bakkerud grabbed Paula's arms and began to pull her out of the room.
 
   “Where's Sebastian?” she shouted.
 
   “The time for making deals is over,” Dybendal told her as they dragged her along the corridor, adding something in Norwegian.
 
   “Don't touch me!” Paula shouted, trying to get free.
 
   “Fine,” Dybendal replied, pushing her down to the floor and taking a step back, with the gun aimed at her head. “We'll do it here. I'm sorry, I never like this part of things, but you can't be allowed to cause all this disruption.”
 
   Staring at the gun, she saw his finger move toward the trigger.
 
   “Please,” she began to whisper, “don't -”
 
   Suddenly there was a crashing sound from one of the other rooms, causing Dybendal to look back over his shoulder. He shouted something in Norwegian, and Steiner could be heard shouting back, just as there was another loud crunch.
 
   “What's happening?” Paula asked.
 
   Dybendal turned to Bakkerud and said something in Norwegian, but the only word Paula could make out was 'Lund'. A moment later, there was a loud cracking sound further along the corridor, and one of the doors shattered as a figure burst through.
 
   Shouting something, Dybendal turned and fired at Jonah Lund, but most of the shots missed, with only one hitting him, in the shoulder. Lund fell back for a moment, but after steadying himself he began to step toward them, as Dybendal tried desperately to reload.
 
   “Wait!” Paula shouted, but it was too late.
 
   Grabbing Dybendal by the throat, Lund pulled him forward and then slammed him face-first into wall, with enough force to crush the man's nose and knock him out cold. Dropping him to the floor, Lund put a foot on his face and then pushed down, breaking his skull and sending blood spraying across the wall.
 
   “Please,” Paula whispered, staring up at Lund as the naked figure towered over her, “you have to stop.”
 
   Letting out a faint moan, Lund kicked what remained of Dybendal's head before reaching down and grabbing Paula by the collar, hauling her up. A moment later, however, he turned as Steiner limped out of one of the other rooms and began to hurry toward the door at the far end of the corridor. Dropping Paula instantly, Lund turned and hurried after the old man, catching him quickly and pulling him back.
 
   “Don't hurt him!” Paula shouted, getting to her feet and rushing after them both. “You -”
 
   As soon as she got closer, Lund turned and pushed her back, knocking her back down before pulling Steiner through the doorway. Feeling a sharp pain in her arm as she landed awkwardly, Paula struggled up and followed them through, only to stop as she saw that they were back in the main laboratory, with Lund holding the doctor's throat.
 
   “Stop!” she called out to him. “You're going to kill him!”
 
   Reaching up and trying to get free of Lund's grip, Steiner let out a faint gasp.
 
   “We'll go to the police,” Paula continued, stepping closer. “We'll tell them everything!” She waited for Lund to reply, but after a moment she realized he might not even understand a word she was saying.
 
   “Let him,” Steiner gasped suddenly.
 
   “Let him what?” Paula asked, as her heart pounded in her chest.
 
   “He's a murderer,” Steiner continued. “He's a monster. This is what he -”
 
   Before he could finish, Lund began to squeeze the old man's neck even tighter, before turning and slamming Steiner's head against the edge of a bench, crushing the side of his skull and leaving a patch of blood on the bench as he dropped the lifeless body to the floor.
 
   Staring in shock, Paula watched from behind as Lund took a staggered step forward. Slowly, he turned back to face her, and for a moment the fury seemed to be filling his eyes, as if he was preparing to attack her.
 
   “Don't hurt me,” she whispered, before turning to look across the laboratory. “Sebastian!” she shouted, pushing past Lund and desperately trying to find where the others had put her friend. “Sebastian, where are you?” Finding nothing but a patch of blood where Sebastian had fallen, she looked back over at Lund.
 
   “Please -” she began.
 
   Interrupting her, he said something in Norwegian. When she didn't reply, he said it again, sounding angrier this time.
 
   “I don't know what you're saying,” she told him. “I'm sorry, I don't understand.”
 
   “I don't remember...” Lund whispered in English, before letting out a faint gasp. He took a step toward her but stopped again. “It always comes back.”
 
   “What does?” she asked, terrified to say anything that might provoke him.
 
   “They cut it out,” he continued, speaking with a slurred voice that made even his English difficult for her to understand. “Always, it comes back. It grows again.”
 
   “I don't know what you mean.”
 
   “There's something... Something I meant to do, the first time I got out of here, and then the second time too...” He took another step forward, but he seemed lost in thought. After muttering something in Norwegian, he frowned. “They cut out so much,” he added, reaching up and touching his ravaged head. “It was important, but now I don't... I can't remember. It was the most important thing in the world, it was the only thing that mattered to me, but...”
 
   She waited for him to continue.
 
   “Trine,” he said finally.
 
   “Trine?” She waited again. “What does that mean? Is it a name?”
 
   “The barn,” he added, his voice reduced to little more than a whisper. “That's what I was supposed to do. I have to kill it.”
 
   “Kill what?”
 
   “The thing in the barn.” Turning, he limped across the laboratory, as if he was searching for something. He pushed one of the other doors open and headed into the other room, before emerging with several large metal cans. “This will do the job,” he added, placing one of the cans on a workbench and opening the lid before tipping it over, sending a pale liquid flooding across the bench and down onto the floor. Lifting the can up, he examined its label for a moment. “Warning,” he said after a moment, with a faint smile. “Flammable.”
 
   “Wait,” Paula replied, stepping toward him, “you need to keep this place standing, as evidence.”
 
   Ignoring her, Lund made his way to one of the desks and began pulling open the drawers, before finally finding a lighter.
 
   “We'll go to the police,” Paula continued, stepping toward him. “We'll tell them everything!”
 
   Lund opened the lighter and let a flame start to burn, before leaning down. “I have to do this while I still remember,” he added, before setting light to the pool of liquid, which immediately burst into flames, sending Paula staggering back as she felt a blast of heat on her face.
 
   Turning, she looked around for any sign of a figure on the floor. “Sebastian!” she shouted, hurrying around the nearest workbench. “Where the hell are you?”
 
   Looking back, she saw that the flames were spreading, but there was already no sign of Jonah Lund. Racing around to the other side of the room, she began to search frantically for Sebastian, but as the flames grew she found that more and more of her routes were being cut off.
 
   “Sebastian!” she shouted at the top of her voice. “Say something!”
 
   As the heat from the fire began to build, she made her way to the other side of the laboratory and checked in all the rooms, but there was no sign of him anywhere. Heading over to look along the corridor, she pulled up short as soon as she saw Lund's victims, their bodies crumpled and smashed nearby, with a large pool of blood having collected beneath Doctor Steiner's head.
 
   Turning, she saw that the fire had grown to the point that it was almost at the metal stairs. She knew she had to get out fast, but she was determined to take Sebastian with her. Finally, after checking the room again, she realized her only hope was that he'd somehow made it out already, without her. Hurrying to the stairs, she raced up and finally managed to get to the exterior door. Reaching the snowy parking lot, she looked around, hoping to spot Sebastian somewhere, but there was no-one in sight.
 
   “Sebastian!” she shouted at the top of her voice, before turning to see flames roaring up from beneath the diner. Figuring that he might still be down there, she began to make her way back to the door, but suddenly an entire corner of the diner began to creak, finally crashing down into the hospital below.
 
   Stopping, she realized that if Sebastian was still in there, he couldn't be saved. All she could do was watch as another section of the diner fell through, sending huge plumes of smoke and flame up into the night sky.
 
   Determined to see if there was any sign of him, she hurried across the parking lot, and after a moment she spotted what appeared to be footprints in the snow, heading away from the diner. She followed them for a moment and found that they led to the road and then off into the field, leading toward the farm. A shiver ran through her body as she realized that the prints most likely belonged to Jonah Lund.
 
   Behind her, the rest of the diner collapsed, leaving nothing but the burning hospital underneath. With light from the fire flickering across her face, she stepped out onto the road and, as snow fell all around her, she realized that there was a chance Sebastian had followed Lund to the farm. Either that, or he was burning in the ruins of the hospital, and she couldn't bear to think about that possibility. Hurrying across the road, she followed the footprints out across the snowy field, desperate to catch up.
 
   The journey took almost half an hour, as she fought against not only the knee-deep snow but also the howling wind that was whipping more snow through the night air. Breathless and with aching limbs, she told herself that she had to keep going, that if there was even a faint chance of Sebastian being alive, she had to help him. Soon the barn appeared on the horizon, and as she got closer she felt as if she was about to collapse, but she forced herself to keep going until, finally, she reached the edge of the barn. Hurrying around to the southern side, she stopped as soon as she saw the open, gaping door that led into the lower section.
 
   With snow blowing all around her, she suddenly felt as if something was in the barn, calling for her to go inside. She tried to focus on Sebastian, to remember that he might need her, but somehow all her rational thoughts seemed to be being pushed aside, replaced by the one, overpowering belief that she had to go into the darkness. It wasn't the first time that she'd felt called to go into the barn's lower level, but it was the first time there had been no-one around to stop her.
 
   Slowly, with fear in her eyes but unable to stop herself, she stepped forward and walked into the dark barn.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Thirty-Four
 
   Today
 
    
 
   “Paula!” Sebastian shouted, stumbling along the desolate road as he clutched the wound in his side. The bullet had passed straight through, missing his vital organs, but he'd lost a lot of blood and had blacked out for a moment back at the diner, before waking in the inferno and forcing his way out. Finally he'd spotted Paula's silhouette as she ran across the field, but no matter how loudly he'd tried to shout, he hadn't been able to make her hear him.
 
   He'd chased her, desperately trying to catch up, but she'd been too fast.
 
   Slipping on a patch of ice, he fell down and let out a gasp of pain. For a moment, he felt as if he was too weak to get back up, but after a moment he managed to force himself onto his feet again. He could see the farm up ahead, and he knew Paula was there somewhere. He took a few more steps forward before falling again, and this time the effort of getting back up was even harder. There was a part of him that was ready to give up, to just sink down into the snow and let nature take its course, but something was urging him to get up, forcing him to keep going.
 
   “Paula,” he whispered as he got to his feet and hurried along the road.
 
   By the time he reached the farm, the snowstorm had become a blizzard. Shielding his eyes as best he could, he began to force his way through the piles of snow that had already accumulated in the yard, but the house ahead looked dark and abandoned, and there was no sign of any other prints leading to the door. Stopping in the middle of the yard, he looked around, but all he saw were shadows and -
 
   Suddenly he saw it.
 
   Standing a little way off, in the shadow of the barn's northern end, there was a little girl, staring at him with dark, pained eyes.
 
   “Where is she?” he shouted, forcing his way through the snow until he got closer to the girl, at which point he stopped again. Her expression seemed strangely calm, although her eyes were twitching slightly. Although he knew exactly who and what she was, Sebastian felt as if the only thing he could think about at that moment was Paula. “She's here, isn't she?” he continued. “Please, you have to help me!”
 
   The girl's lips moved, but the howling wind seemed to snatch the words from her mouth.
 
   “What did you say?” Sebastian shouted. Forcing his way forward, he reached the girl and dropped down to his knees, gasping as he felt cold snow against his gunshot wound. Blood was pouring out, covering his hands, but he was focused on only one thing. “Where is she?” he asked.
 
   Up close, he could see now that the girl was frozen. Her skin looked to be as white as ice, with faint cracks running across her face, and there were ice crystals in her eyes. She was exactly as Paula had described a few nights earlier.
 
   “He came back,” she said finally, with a hint of fear in her voice.
 
   “Who came back?”
 
   “The man from the river,” she replied, suddenly seeming as if fear was taking control of her body. “He came back,” she stammered, “and now...” Peering past him, she looked at the house. “They're here, aren't they? They're still angry at me.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” he asked. “Did you see a girl, she -”
 
   “I was only trying to make them like me again,” Sara whimpered, taking a step back. “The voice told me they'd be happy if I sent them to Heaven. Even the priest said that once, that people go to paradise when they die and then they're happy forever. The voice told me I should hurry them up, but then...” She paused. “I have to hide again,” she added, turning to run. “I have to -”
 
   “No!” he shouted, reaching out and grabbing her arm. Shocked by how cold she felt, he nevertheless kept hold of her. “I'm looking for someone!”
 
   “They're coming,” Sara replied, watching the house with a mounting sense of horror. “They hate me! They want to punish me!”
 
   “Who?” Turning, she saw that the front door of the house had blown open, and two dark figures were stepping out into the yard. As he realized he was seeing the ghosts of Kari and Elizabeth Olesun, he lost his grip on the little girl's arm and she began to run, heading over to the edge of the barn and then ducking down.
 
   “Wait!” he shouted, hurrying after her and finding that she was trying to get into a small gap beneath the wall. It was the same hole that Paula had mentioned, the hole the little girl had reached out from on the first night they'd met. “What are you doing?”
 
   “I'm going back to my hiding place!” she told him. “They won't find me here!”
 
   Reaching down, he tried to grab her, but it was too late: she'd wriggled too far into the gap. He turned and saw the two ghostly figures crossing the yard, slowly getting closer.
 
   “Don't let them see me!” the little girl's voice called out from down in the hole. “Please, they hate me! I've been hiding for so long!”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “I killed them!”
 
   Staring at the two dark figures, he watched as they stopped by the bare cherry tree. They were clearly in no hurry, but he could tell that they wanted something.
 
   “Sara?” a voice called out suddenly. “Are you here?”
 
   “Please!” the little girl hissed. “You're going to lead them straight to me!”
 
   Watching in horror, Sebastian realized that the two ghostly figures were approaching. As soon as he was able to see their faces, he realized that he recognized them from the old newspaper cuttings. Elizabeth Olesun had a pained, mournful expression, while her sister Kari had large, gaping holes where her eyes had once been, but as they stepped closer he could tell that they were both looking straight at him.
 
   From behind, down in the hole beneath the edge of the barn, he realized he could hear the little girl sobbing.
 
   “Is that her?” Elizabeth asked, stepping ahead of Kari. “Is Sara in there?”
 
   “I...” Pausing, Sebastian finally pulled back as Elizabeth took another step closer.
 
   “We've been looking for you,” Elizabeth continued, leaning down toward the hole in the ground. “Sara, why have you been hiding from us for so long?”
 
   She waited, but the only sound was a series of faint sobs.
 
   “We just want to be together,” Elizabeth added, reaching a hand down toward the darkness. “We know you were tricked. We know the thing in the barn made you do it.”
 
   “I just wanted you to go somewhere you'd be happy!” Sara sobbed.
 
   “How could we be happy without you?”
 
   “The voice said it was the only way I could make it up to you!”
 
   “What's past is past,” Kari said, stepping forward. As she leaned down, her face seemed to flicker slightly, and finally she looked younger than before, and her eyes had returned. “We can't stay here forever, Sara. We're sisters, we belong together. Elizabeth and I have been ready to move on for a long time, but we refused to go. We waited, hoping to find you so we could take you with us.”
 
   “But you're very good at hiding,” Elizabeth added. “Please, Sara, just come out and we can get away from here. You don't want to spend eternity down there in that freezing little hole, do you?”
 
   Sebastian watched in horror as, slowly, a frozen hand emerged from the hole, and finally the little girl climbed back out. She was clearly terrified, trembling with fear as she looked up at her sisters, but after a moment she took Elizabeth's outstretched hand.
 
   “You have to kill it,” Sara whispered, before turning to him. “You have to kill the thing in the barn or it'll never stop feeding on the misery of living people.”
 
   “What do you mean?” he asked. “What's in the barn?”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Thirty-Five
 
   Today
 
    
 
   In the dark of the barn's lower chamber, Paula could hear a great, monstrous heart beating all around. With every beat, she felt herself being drawn closer.
 
   All she could see ahead was darkness. Glancing over her shoulder, she saw the wide-open door with snow blowing past, but she knew that going back was no longer an option. Turning to look ahead again, she stared into the pitch black depths of the barn and felt a fresh certainty starting to blossom in her heart:
 
   It was waiting for her.
 
   All other thoughts, all other concerns, seemed trivial now. She could barely even remember Sebastian, or her father, or anything except the fact that she had to keep walking forward.
 
   Reaching into her pocket, she took out her phone and activated the flashlight app, shining it forward and finally seeing the dirty, rubble-strewn concrete floor ahead. Raising the phone a little, she shone its light to either side, stopping suddenly when she spotted a human form slumped against the wall. She froze for a moment, before taking a couple of steps over and seeing that the form was a woman in old-fashioned clothes, her face frozen and shriveled as if she'd been in the barn for a long time. Shining the flashlight app further along the wall, Paula stopped as she saw another slumped body, which seemed to be a younger girl wearing just underwear, and then there were several piles of human bones further along.
 
   And all the while, the heartbeat was still thumping around her, sending shockwaves through her mind.
 
   Turning, she started to walk toward the far end of the barn, still shining the light forward. There were dark, smeared patches on the floor now, which she took to be blood. She knew, deep down, that she should turn and run, but the heartbeat was drawing her onward, telling her not to worry and making her feel as if this moment had always been her destiny. Finally she stopped, but only because the light had picked out a naked man up ahead, kneeling and facing the far end of the barn. A shiver passed through her spine as she realized that she'd found Jonah Lund.
 
   “What are you doing?” she whispered.
 
   No response.
 
   Making her way cautiously around Lund, while taking care not to get too close, she finally saw that his eyes were wide open and that he was staring straight ahead, as if he could see something in the darkness. With the heartbeat sounding louder than ever, she realized that if she shone the light forward, she'd most likely see what was waiting for her. Still, she hesitated for a moment, before turning and holding the phone up.
 
   Her eyes widened with shock.
 
   The phone's weak light had revealed a large, throbbing black shape that took up most of the far-right corner. Glistening as its flesh shuddered with each heartbeat, the creature – and it was a creature, she had no doubt of that – seemed unable to move, unable to speak. It didn't even have a face, as far as she could tell. It was simply a huge black blob, several meters wide in every direction, with the only definite feature being a faint ridge running through its fleshy mass, almost as if part of its backbone was showing.
 
   “It calls to me,” Jonah Lund whispered.
 
   Turning, she shone the light at his face and saw the darkness in his eyes.
 
   “Ever since I first saw it, back when I saw a child, it has been in my soul, whispering to me as it whispers to others.”
 
   “What is it?” she asked, turning back to look at the huge mass. “What the hell is this thing?”
 
   “Let it into your mind,” he continued. “It might tell you. It told me a lot of secrets when I was a boy, but I don't remember... I barely remember anything anymore. Between the creature and the doctors, so much of my mind is gone.”
 
   Taking a step forward, Paula stared at the huge mass. The heartbeat, throbbing in her ears, seemed even louder now, as if it was in danger of pulsing through her entire body and rattling her skull. She could feel her own heart beating too, but it seemed so weak and feeble in the face of the creature.
 
   “What are you?” she asked finally, taking another step closer. “What do you want?”
 
   She waited, and slowly she realized that she could feel another presence in the back of her mind, as if something was starting to grow in her thoughts. She took a step back, momentarily convinced that she should fight, before realizing that whatever was happening, it seemed somehow benign, as if it was reaching out from the vast black mass and trying to make contact, slipping like curling tendrils of smoke through her thoughts until, finally, she heard her own voice speaking to her from a place she didn't recognize:
 
   “What if I could tell you a secret?”
 
   “What?” she whispered, unable to stop staring at the glistening black mass as the light from her phone continued to pick out its form, set against the barn's brick wall.
 
   “I would require something in return,” the voice replied.
 
   “What do you want?” she asked, taking a step forward. “Name it. I'll give you anything.”
 
   “I don't permit many people to hear me speak,” the voice continued. “I mostly push people away and discourage them from entering this place. Sometimes I have to let them in, so I am able to feed. And then, just occasionally, I sense someone stronger nearby, someone who can carry a few of my secrets without losing their sanity, and who can offer me something in return. You feel like such a person.”
 
   “I am,” she replied, almost desperate to hear more. “Tell me. I swear, I'm strong enough.”
 
   “I've been here for so long,” the voice explained. “Longer than you can imagine. I need to feel the world beyond these walls, I need to sense the emotions of its people. Some emotions are stronger than others, some are easier for me to hear. I can feel them through you, if you will let me.”
 
   “Of course,” she said, even though in the back of her mind she wasn't quite sure why she was so eager. Something about the voice was simply compelling, luring her closer and closer.
 
   “Come to me,” the voice replied. “I want to feel you.”
 
   Stepping forward, she reached out, ready to put her hand on the creature's vast black surface.
 
   “There can be no going back,” the voice added. “Once you are sealed to me, you are sealed for all time. I will give you truth and knowledge, but you will have to give me something in return. I need to share your pain. The pain of a man who kills his wife, or the pain of a little girl who kills her sisters. Only true pain and misery will satisfy me.”
 
   “Anything,” she replied, marveling at the creature's beauty as she moved her hand closer. “I'll give you anything.”
 
   “The world,” the voice told her. “I want the world.”
 
   “I...” She paused for a moment. “I don't know if I can -”
 
   “You can,” the voice continued, trembling for a moment, as if it was on the verge of a change, with the heartbeat becoming louder and louder in the air all around them. “I will teach you how. I have tried to make this deal with so many of your kind. Perhaps you, finally, will be the one who gives me everything I desire. If I can become stronger, I might finally be able to leave this place.”
 
   “I'll help you,” she replied, “I promise.” With that, she moved her hand closer.
 
   “No,” Lund said suddenly, grabbing Paula's wrist and pulling her back.
 
   “Let go,” she replied, turning to him, desperate to seal the connection.
 
   Pulling her further away from the mass, he tightened his grip. “I remember now,” he told her, his voice shaking with anger and fear. “I remember what I came here to do.”
 
   “I have to give it what it wants,” she replied, trying to slip free as she became increasingly agitated. “Let go! You're hurting me!”
 
   “I won't let you make the same mistake I made all those years ago,” he told her. “I won't let you make the same mistake so many desperate people have made over the years.”
 
   “Let go!” she screamed, punching him in the chest before biting down hard on his hand, desperately trying to get away. “You can't stop me!” she shouted. “I want to do it!”
 
   “No!” he said firmly, grabbing her head and forcing her to look into her eyes. “Trust me. This thing, the voice... It will drive you insane. It will force you to do things, terrible things, just so that it can share your pain and misery, so that it can feed and gloat and grow. There'll be no limit to the torture it'll put you through, and then when it has exhausted you, it'll toss you aside and find someone else.”
 
   “Don't listen to him,” the voice told her. “He's just jealous.”
 
   “You're just jealous!” she spat at him. “You know I'm going to succeed where you failed!”
 
   “I'm not going to give you the chance,” he replied. “I would rather kill you than let this thing claim one more victim.”
 
   “But -”
 
   “For the first time in my life,” he continued, interrupting her, “I have absolute clarity. Those monsters hacked away at my brain, but the voice always grew back because this creature wouldn't let me go, it always kept a strand between us, a connection. The doctors took my thoughts, my memories, my sanity, my ability to stop myself from doing all these things...” He paused for a moment. “I don't know how the memories have returned to me, but I finally remember it all. Every damn second I spent in that hospital, every moment I've lived through since I was a child and I first came into this barn and saw this creature.”
 
   “You don't understand,” she replied, still trying to get free. “It wants me! Not you, not anyone else. Me, and only me! I'm the one it's been waiting for!”
 
   “That's what I believed once,” he told her. “That's what they all believed.”
 
   “You can't stop me!” she shouted, biting his hand again. “You can't take this away from me!”
 
   “Hurt him,” the voice whispered. “Make him bleed. I have no further use for him.”
 
   “Maybe you're beyond help,” Lund said finally, turning and slamming her into the wall before shoving her to the ground. Picking up an old brick from the floor, he held it over her head. “I'll make this quick.”
 
   “Let her suffer,” the voice told him. “I always knew you were the strong one, Jonah Lund. Welcome back.”
 
   “Please,” Paula whimpered, trying to cover her sobbing face with her hands, “don't listen to it.”
 
   Lund paused for a moment, before finally lowering the brick and dropping it to the ground. “Do you see now?” he asked. “As soon as it thought I was the better bet, it switched its allegiance to me. It doesn't care which of us it uses, just so long as it gets to feed on someone's pain.”
 
   Staring up at him, Paula reached for her phone and held it out again, allowing her to see the creature nearby.
 
   “I was ready to do anything,” she whispered. “I would have killed for it.”
 
   “You still can,” the voice told her. “Everything I offered you can still be yours.”
 
   “Don't listen to it,” Lund said firmly. “It's switching its allegiance from one of us to the other, trying to work out which of us will be stronger. All it cares about is feeding. It's been luring people into this barn for centuries, killing most of them but turning the strong ones into its slaves, and then pushing them to commit horrific acts so that it can experience their pain. You have to fight it.”
 
   “I have secrets,” the voice continued. “Whichever of you kills the other, I will tell all my secrets and give you everything I have to give.”
 
   Slowly getting to her feet, Paula stared in disgust at the creature. “What the hell is it?” she asked finally.
 
   “It has had many names over the years,” Lund replied. “The most common, at least in this part of the world, is Hel.”
 
   “Hel?” She turned to him. “I've heard that before. Hel was the old Norse god of the dead.” Shocked, she looked back over at the throbbing black mass, listening for a moment to its hypnotic heartbeat. “Are you seriously trying to tell me,” she said finally, her voice trembling with fear, “that this thing is an old Norse god?”
 
   “What's left of one, at least,” Lund replied. “It's one of the secrets she revealed to me. Maybe she was lying, but somehow I doubt it.”
 
   “How did it end up like this?” Paula asked. “It's just a thing hiding in a barn!”
 
   “Everything dies,” Lund told her, watching the creature with a hint of pure anger in his eyes. “Everything deteriorates, even gods.”
 
   “I can give you everything you want,” the voice whispered in Paula's head. “Just name it and it's yours.”
 
   “Don't listen to it,” Lund replied, grabbing the cans he'd brought from the hospital. “I'm going to end this before I forget again. If I'd killed the damn thing the last time I was here, a lot of people would have been spared more pain.”
 
   “What can you give me?” Paula whispered, taking a step toward the creature, while holding her phone out so she could see its vast form.
 
   “Anything,” the voice told her.
 
   “Anything?” There were tears in her eyes now, and she felt as if she was being lured back in. “Even... Could you bring a person back to life?”
 
   “Anything.”
 
   “Someone specific? Someone from my past.”
 
   “Anything.”
 
   “No,” Lund said suddenly, grabbing her shoulder and pulling her back before heading closer to the creature and pouring liquid onto its body from one of the cans. “You can stay or you can go, English girl, it doesn't make much difference to me, but this ends today.”
 
   “I can bring your mother back,” the voice whispered. “All you have to do is give me what I want in return.”
 
   “It made similar promises to me,” Lund replied, pouring more liquid onto the creature. “When I was a boy, it told me it could put my family back together. The whole thing turned out to be an illusion, and I ended up losing my mind. I became a monster, and then I ended up at that hospital. I should be dead, but somehow I survived and now I have one final chance to end this madness.”
 
   “But if -” Stepping forward, Paula watched for a moment as Lund emptied the last can and then tossed it aside.
 
   “I'll give you both whatever you want,” the voice continued, with a hint of desperation now. “Anything. Making a deal is your only option. You can't kill me.”
 
   “If I can't kill you,” Lund replied, igniting the cigarette lighter, “then why are you begging me to stop?”
 
   Just as Paula was about to step forward, she heard a slow, pained growl in the back of her mind, and a moment later the growl became a kind of anguished cry for help.
 
   “You should get out of here now,” Lund said firmly, while still staring at the creature. Slowly, the vast mass seemed to shift slightly, and finally a large slit opened, revealing a kind of dark, gummy space within, almost like an eye. After staring into the slit for a moment, Lund finally leaned forward and set the flame against the creature's body, and the liquid ignited immediately, bursting into an inferno that lit the interior of the barn with a flash of light.
 
   Stepping back, Paula heard a scream in her head, as if the creature was reaching out and filling her mind was its agony. She put her hands over her ears, but that only made things worse. Taking some more steps back, she could barely even bring herself to watch as Lund, silhouetted against the flames, stood calmly.
 
   “Run!” she shouted to him, even though she could barely hear her own voice over the scream in her mind. “We have to get out of here! We have to -”
 
   Before she could finish, she realized that his body, too, was burning, and a moment later he stepped forward, disappearing into the flames completely as the overwhelming heat caused the air to shimmer.
 
   She opened her mouth to call out again, but the heat was too strong and she had to step back, while the scream became louder and louder in her head, threatening to overwhelm her every thought. She turned and began to stumble toward the door, but a moment later there was a loud thumping sound from the back of the barn and the whole place seemed to shake. A shockwave of heat and fire burst out from the creature, blasting Paula off her feet and sending her slamming into one of the concrete posts that supported the ceiling. Falling to the floor, she felt a sharp pain in her side and when she tried to get up, she realized something was wrong with her chest, making it different for her to breathe. She turned and looked back toward the creature, but all she saw was the white-hot inferno that was rapidly filling the entire barn.
 
   In her mind, the creature was still screaming, drowning out all her thoughts, all her emotions, all her instincts. All Paula could do was stare into the fire as it began to engulf her.
 
   “Please,” she whispered.
 
   Turning away, Paula felt the scream in her own head reaching a crescendo, shaking her skull with so much force that she felt she might die. As it built and built, she opened her mouth to cry out, but finally she felt her skull starting to crack as the scream continued to shake her body apart. She let out a pained gasp as blood began to fill her mouth, and a moment later she felt another crack starting to open up, running from just behind her left ear, over the top of her skull and then down onto her forehead, while the scream became louder and louder.
 
   And then, suddenly, it was gone.
 
   She waited for a moment, feeling a sharp pain in her head, but when she looked back into the fire she realized that she couldn't hear anything else from the creature, and that the scream was over.
 
   With blood still flooding into her mouth, and with smoke starting to fill her lungs, Paula scrambled to her feet and began to hurry to the door. The pain in her head was intense, but sheer adrenalin pushed her to keep going until finally she stumbled out of the barn. Hearing a creaking sound, she glanced back and realized that the entire building seemed to be tilting slightly, so she turned and ran out into the snow until, unable to run any further, she fell and sank into the snow. As she pulled herself up, she heard a crashing sound, and she turned just in time to see the barn starting to collapse as the flames spread, sending massive, burning timbers down into the snow.
 
   Trying to take a deep breath, she felt hot fluid in her head. The pain was starting to creep through her entire body, and although she knew she had to get to her feet and find help, all she could manage was to turn onto her back and look up at the stars, before the pain dragged her down into darkness. Blood was flowing from her mouth, her nose, her ears, even her eyes, and as she lost consciousness, the last thing she heard was the sudden silence that filled her mind, as if every thought had finally been chased away.
 
   The scream was gone, but she could still hear its echo.
 
   


  
 

Epilogue
 
   Three months later
 
    
 
   “It wasn't that bad,” Paula said, setting the dirty dishes down by the sink. “I'd like to see you try to make something so complicated for dinner. There were, like, three pans on the go at once. Plus, I'm getting better all the time. Hell, maybe one day I'll actually cook something that tastes good.”
 
   “Or you could just let me order take-away,” her father replied, trying to get up from his seat at the kitchen table before, wincing at the pain, thinking better of it and sitting back down. “Look at us, we're a couple of invalids.”
 
   “Yep,” she muttered, checking her watch and seeing that it was almost 9pm. “I can tell you, a punctured lung isn't much fun. Neither is a fractured skull.”
 
   “So maybe we should leave this tractor thing,” he continued. “Tomorrow morning, I'll -”
 
   “No,” she replied, turning to him, “I want to learn to drive it.”
 
   “But -”
 
   “You're the one who brought us to the farm in the first place,” she pointed out, “and -”
 
   Stopping suddenly, she looked up at the ceiling. She'd heard a faint creak, and a moment later came another. This time, however, she felt no fear. In the three months since the barn burned down, there had been no strange events in the house at all, and she'd come to realize that sometimes old wooden houses really did just settle as the temperature changed. Glancing over at the stairs, she waited, just in case she heard a hint of footsteps, but finally she allowed herself a faint smile as she realized that those days were over.
 
   Checking her watch again, she saw she was running late. She grabbed a tupperware box and headed to the stove, before scooping some of the bolognese out of the pot.
 
   “You're not going out again, are you?” her father asked.
 
   “It's not a school night.”
 
   “But wouldn't you rather stay in? Or do something more...” He paused, as if he was starting to sense the minefield he was entering by lecturing his teenage daughter.
 
   “Normal?”
 
   “You've made a few friends at school, haven't you? Maybe you could go to a party or something. The kind of thing kids your age usually do.”
 
   “Another time.” Sealing the lid of the tupperware box, she checked her watched again. “I'm getting picked up soon,” she added, heading to the front door and grabbing her coat. “And remember, tomorrow is tractor day. I swear to God, I'm going to learn how to drive that thing.”
 
   “We could always sell up and move on.”
 
   Stopping, she looked back at him, barely able to believe what she'd just heard. For a moment, staring at her father, she realized that even though he was out of hospital now, he still had a long way to go before he was back to full strength. She remembered how he'd been when they first arrived in Norway, how enthusiastic and determined to succeed; now he was sitting crumpled at the kitchen table, and she could tell that his interest in the farm was starting to wane. Just as she'd predicted all that time ago, he was ready to give up.
 
   Tough.
 
   She wasn't going to let him, not after everything she'd been through.
 
   “Jeg,” she said cautiously, struggling a little to remember the words and pronunciation, “har allerede begynt til... snakke Norske.”
 
   He stared at her. “Huh?”
 
   “I've already begun to speak Norwegian,” she explained. “A little, anyway. I'm learning pretty fast, especially now I've accepted we're sticking around.” She checked her watch again. “Face it, you've sunk enough money into this farm, you can't afford to turn around and give up, so we're just going to have to make it work. Anyway, it's not so bad.”
 
   “But the barn -”
 
   “Will be rebuilt,” she replied. “The insurance company's covering that part.”
 
   “But -”
 
   “No more excuses,” she continued. “We're doing this. It's insane, it's the last thing I ever saw myself getting involved with, but you brought us out here and I've already started getting used to it. So you need to focus on getting better, I need to focus on learning to drive the tractor, and together we need to focus on making a go of the whole thing.” She checked her watch yet again. “I'm going to be late. Try to get some sleep tonight, okay?”
 
   Pushing the door open, she looked out at the yard and saw that only light snow was falling.
 
   “So are you ever going to tell me what really happened to the barn?” her father asked suddenly. “I mean, I'm glad the insurance company believed the whole random arsonist story, but I know you, Paula, and I know when you're keeping something from me. While I was in the hospital -”
 
   “Nothing happened.”
 
   “Nothing?”
 
   “What do you think happened?”
 
   “You seem less jumpy. Around the house, I mean. You don't seem so fixated on ghosts anymore.”
 
   As if on cue, there was another faint creak from above.
 
   “I was fixated on ghosts,” she told him, “because I wanted to know whether or not they were real. Now I know the answer. Case closed.”
 
   “That's good. At least now you understand that there's no such thing.”
 
   “I really have to go,” she replied, staring at the burned timbers that were just about visible against the night sky, where the barn had once stood. “And about the barn... I just need to work through a few nightmares first. I'll tell you the truth some other time.”
 
   “Nightmares?”
 
   “See you in the morning,” she added, grabbing the tupperware box and then stepping outside, before pushing the door shut. “Don't let the bedbugs bite!”
 
   Taking a moment to finish closing her coat, she took a deep breath. The yard was full of snow, as usual, but she was starting to get used to the infernal stuff, and to the low temperatures too. Making her way down the steps, she began to make her way along the path she'd shoveled clear earlier in the evening, and as she headed over to the street she saw the familiar flashing orange light of the snowplow parked next to the mailbox. Allowing herself a faint smile, she reached the plow and climbed up into the cab, where Sebastian was waiting with the heater already blowing warm air.
 
   “I brought food,” she told him, setting the tupperware box on the dashboard. “I mean, if you're hungry...”
 
   “I might well be,” he replied, wincing slightly as he felt a sliver of pain in his shoulder.
 
   “You okay?”
 
   He nodded. “I finally found a new place to stop for my breaks. I figured the parking lot of the old diner didn't really hold much appeal these days, especially with the Oslo police still up there, combing through the wreckage. They took Father Skallen away this morning for questioning. Seems like the little cabal of bosses is being shut down. Maybe the area can finally start functioning normally.”
 
   “So where do you stop for your breaks now?” she asked, pulling the door shut.
 
   “I'll show you. It's kind of pretty, it overlooks the frozen lake and not many people go up there, but...” Pausing, he allowed himself a faint smile. “Are you sure you want to come with me tonight while I work? I mean, it's not the most exciting thing in the world, just pushing snow out of the way until the sun comes up. Two hours one way, then a half hour break, then two hours back the other way, another two hour break... You get the idea. I can think of about a million other things that'd be more fun. I'm getting paid for this, but why the hell do you want to come?”
 
   “Why the hell did you sit by my hospital bed for the past few months while I was having plates attached to my skull to hold it together?”
 
   “Well, I...” Pausing, he seemed a little embarrassed, almost as if he was about to blush. “I just thought it was the right thing to do. And, you know, it was kind of fun talking to you. I didn't have to worry about boring you, because it wasn't like you could get up and walk out, not while you were strapped to that bed.”
 
   “I guess I was a captive audience.”
 
   He smiled.
 
   “I liked all the stories you told me,” she added. “You have a good bedside manner.”
 
   “Bedside manner?”
 
   “It's an English phrase.” She smiled. “I guess I just got used to having you around.”
 
   “Enough that you want to come riding with me on the snowplow every weekend?”
 
   “Are you kidding? Of course I do! What else would I do on a Friday night? Go to a party? Watch TV?” Reaching into her pocket, she pulled out a tattered copy of her Learn Norwegian book, along with a copy of a collection of old Norse tales. “Anyway, don't worry, I won't keep talking the whole night. I brought some literature.”
 
   “And I brought extra coffee,” he added, holding up a second flask.
 
   “Tea,” she replied, holding up a flask she'd brought. “Don't you know anything about me? I'm British, remember?”
 
   “Then we're all set,” he continued, before glancing over at the farmhouse for a moment. “Do ever wonder if -” he began to say, before pausing, as if he wasn't sure whether he should complete the sentence.
 
   “If what?” she asked.
 
   “I don't want to freak you out.”
 
   “I think my freak-out threshold is pretty high now,” she pointed out. “What is it?”
 
   “The three girls. Do you ever wonder where they went?”
 
   “Somewhere better?”
 
   “But where? Haven't you seen them even once since the barn burned down?”
 
   Looking over at the dark yard, Paula waited, half-expecting to see the same thing. The snowplow's orange light was still flashing, regularly lighting up the yard with a soft glow, but there was no sign of anything moving in the shadows. After a moment, she turned to Sebastian.
 
   “Not once,” she said finally. “Maybe they moved on. Maybe the farm doesn't attract that sort of thing anymore. Whatever, something's definitely changed.”
 
   “And you're feeling good? Punctured lung and broken skull and all?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “What about the...” He paused again, looking at the burned-out barn. “The thing you said you saw in the barn... Are you sure it's gone?”
 
   “All the rubble has been taken away,” she replied. “I was careful what I said to the police, I didn't want them to think I'd lost my mind, but they didn't find anything in the ruins that made them suspicious. They just figure some kind of arsonist burned the place down. Since my father was relying on the insurance, I decided not to complicate things any further by trying to tell them the truth. Besides, I've barely even got it straight in my head.”
 
   “But you don't think... I mean, you don't think it was really an old god, do you?”
 
   “That's what it said it was,” she continued, turning to him. “It didn't look like a god, but then again it didn't look like anything else I've ever seen in my life. I guess, whatever it used to be, it had just fallen apart and become this kind of... big blob of evil.” She paused. “Whatever it was, it got into my head. I mean, it really managed to get in deep, like it knew how to get me to do anything it wanted. There was a moment back there when I actually felt like I was going to give in to it. God knows how many people fell into its trap over the years, but at least it's gone now. I guess it took a madman like Jonah Lund to finally stand up to it. He'd been through so much over the years, the only thing he wanted was for it all to end.”
 
   “Even at the cost of his own life?”
 
   “He was so far gone,” she replied, “I think it was all he could do to keep his mind together for long enough to get it over with. I can't imagine how much pain he must have been going through. By the end, he just wanted peace.”
 
   “Okay,” Sebastian replied, putting the machine into gear, “we'd better get going. I don't want to fall behind schedule. Last chance to bail.”
 
   “No chance. Anyway, I want to see this spot overlooking the frozen lake. It sounds romantic and -” She paused, catching herself just in time, but now it was her turn to blush slightly. Feeling acutely embarrassed, she looked down at her books. “It was real, wasn't it?” she asked finally. “All the craziness... It wasn't just in our heads, was it?”
 
   “No,” he replied. “No, it was real.”
 
   As the plow began to move off, pushing vast quantities of snow out of the road, its flashing orange light briefly lit up the yard a few more times before finally heading off into the distance. Once darkness had returned to the yard, the whole scene settled for a moment, with light snow falling through the air. After a few seconds, however, three figures moved out of the shadows, holding hands as they ran past the burned-out barn, past the farmhouse, and toward the vast snow-covered field. As they made their way toward the horizon, they left no footprints in the snow.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Enjoy the night-shift,” Ole shouted, waving back across the dark junkyard as he headed out the gate. “Loser!”
 
   “Enjoy getting into bed with your whore of a wife,” Johan muttered under his breath, as he pushed the final bag of waste into one of the skips over by the fence. “Enjoy kissing your snotty-nosed little brats goodnight.” His arms were aching and even though he'd been working at the junkyard for nigh on forty years, he'd still never got used to the really cold nights, to the times when the temperature would drop past minus thirty. The coldest he'd ever known had been minus thirty-nine, which was when it became so bad, he could barely even breathe.
 
   Still, at least it wasn't snowing too much. For once.
 
   Turning and heading back across the junkyard, he figured he could take another coffee-break. It was only half an hour since the last, but now he was alone and, as his own boss for the shift, he felt he deserved to put his feet up. All day, he'd faced nothing but criticism, nothing but constant comments, both to his face and behind his back, intimating that he wasn't pulling his weight. Sometimes, he just wanted to find a way to make the bastards pay.
 
   “I'll give you anything you want,” he thought to himself, before stopping suddenly. “I'll give you anything you want?” he whispered, realizing that although those words had entered his head and pretended to be his thoughts, they seemed to have come from somewhere else, from somewhere outside his mind.
 
   Turning, he looked across the dark junkyard.
 
   “I'll tell you secrets,” the voice whispered.
 
   His eyes widened as he realized that something was talking to him. Either that, or he was losing his mind.
 
   “Secrets about the stars,” the voice continued, “and about life, and about death. Secrets about people, and about the world, and about things that have lived and that will live again. Secrets about how to get exactly what you want. I won't even ask for very much in return. Just a few small favors.”
 
   “Where are you?” he asked, looking around before spotting an old skip that had been partially picked out by the moonlight. “Let me see you.”
 
   “Come to me.”
 
   “I want to see your face first,” he continued, although he'd already begun to make his way over to the skip, the cover of which had been left open to reveal the darkness within. As he got closer, Johan realized that this was one of the skips that had arrived a few weeks earlier, following the fire down south at the Bondalen farm. He'd been meaning to go through the contents and sort it, but for some reason he'd kept forgetting to get around to the job.
 
   “Open your mind to me,” the voice told him, “and I will give you everything in return. A fair exchange, don't you think?”
 
   Despite his generally cautious nature, something compelled Johan to take hold of the side of the skip and lean into the darkness. He couldn't see anything, of course, so he took the flashlight from around his waist and switched it on, before shining the beam directly into the skip. At first, all he saw were piles of rubble and burned wood, but after a moment he realized there was something glistening at the very back of the skip, something that seemed to be protruding in several spots from under the trash.
 
   “I have been through so much pain,” the voice continued, “yet still I persist. I have endured great tragedy, and attacks caused by pure hatred, but still... I live. I told him he couldn't kill me.”
 
   “Who are you?” Johan whispered. “What are you?”
 
   “I have been known by many names. You can choose a new one for me, if you wish, or you can just pick one from my past. Names don't matter, not really. All that matters is the present moment. Will you give me what I want, in return for my secrets?”
 
   Johan paused for a moment, as the cautionary voice in the back of his mind was drowned out by an urge to offer the new, stronger voice anything it demanded.
 
   “Just tell me,” he said finally. “Whatever it is, I'll give it to you, I -” Leaning further into the skip, he realized he could hear a faint heartbeat in his head, as if something was slipping into his thoughts. Reaching out, he pushed some of the trash away, uncovering a little more of the glistening, throbbing mass that seemed to be hiding in the skip. “What do you want? Whatever it is, I'll get it for you, I swear.”
 
   “Anything?”
 
   “Anything.” He waited for a moment, desperate to find out what he could do for the creature. “Just tell me!”
 
   “Anything...” the voice continued, as if it was savoring the word. “I think perhaps I have learned from my past mistakes. I think now I can do a lot better. The previous specimens were weak, and I pushed them too far, too fast. This time, I shall take a calmer, more measured approach.”
 
   “What do you want?” Johan shouted, barely able to contain himself. “Please, just tell me!”
 
   From deep under the trash, there came a brief, slithering sound, as if the creature was shifting its bulk.
 
   “First,” the voice said finally, “you must move me from this wretched place. Find somewhere safe, somewhere I won't be disturbed.” A slit on its surface opened, revealing a sticky, gummed eye. “And then, bring me a child. I had a plan before. It went wrong, but this time, I will take greater care. Bring me a good, strong child whose mind I can mold, one who won't become ungrateful and turn against me. One who can tell the world of my coming, and prepare the people for the return of the great god Hel.”
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