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Norway, 7:05 AM

“Hey, Jakob? I think there’s a dead guy in there …”

Jakob turns his head to look over his shoulder at Viggo, who has opened the door to the cottage. “Yeah, right,” he snorts. “Almost got me, man.”

He focuses on what he was doing: writing his name in the snow. But now, because Viggo had him look away, it’s all messed up, and he doesn’t have enough left to start over.

No matter. It’s too cold to be standing here in the middle of the forest with his wiener out anyway. So, he finishes up and tucks it away, then quickly puts his gloves back on. “Goddamn, it’s biting today, huh? Must be well below zero.”

Viggo doesn’t answer.

As Jakob starts towards the cottage, he’s surprised to see his friend still standing in front of the open door, staring into the cottage. He’s holding the flashlight, his breath visible in the freezing morning air. He looks genuinely shocked. But Jakob knows him too well, knows how clever he can be.

“Come on, knock it off already. I told you, I’m not biting.”

Viggo blinks, then finally turns his head to look at Jakob. “I think … I think he’s really dead. Like, for real.”

Jakob frowns. “What are you on about, man?”

Viggo points into the cottage. “That guy in there.”

Something on Viggo’s face tells Jakob that he’s not joking. Even Viggo can’t act this convincingly.

Jakob yanks the flashlight from him. His eyes automatically go to the floor, as that’s where he would expect to see a dead person. But the floor is empty, except for piles of dust and dried leaves. The cottage has no furniture and only a single, tiny window, allowing some of the early twilight to enter. A guy is hanging from a rope tied to one of the rafters.

It’s an old man, at least seventy, and he’s tall and skinny. That last part is easy to tell, because he’s only wearing a thin, red forester’s shirt and cargo pants, revealing his bony shoulders and protruding kneecaps. His skin is gray like concrete. His eyes and mouth are both closed. The guy is slowly turning, causing the rope to give off a low, eerie creaking sound, which seems very loud in the quiet morning.

“He really is dead,” Viggo says again, audibly swallowing. “That’s a real cadaver.”

Jakob looks at him. “A what?”

“A dead body. A corpse.”

“Yeah, I know it is. Why didn’t you just call it that?”

Viggo shakes his head. “This is not how I imagined the day would start.”

Jakob grins. “No, it’s way cooler. Come on, man, let’s have a closer look.”

Viggo grabs his arm. Even through the thick jacket, Jakob can feel him squeezing hard. His eyes are big behind the thick glasses. “Are you crazy? This could be a crime scene. We can’t go in there.”

“A crime scene? Come on, it’s just an old guy who hanged himself. That’s no crime, is it?”

“Actually, it is. According to the law, suicide—”

“Look, he even left a note,” Jakob cuts him off, pointing the light at the man’s back pocket as the corpse slowly revolves. The corner of a yellowy, crumpled piece of paper is sticking out. “We can read it and find out why he did it. Aren’t you curious?”

Viggo bites his lip. “Yeah, but ... it’s probably something personal. I feel like we’d be prying.”

“He’s not going to mind, trust me,” Jakob says, stepping inside the cottage before Viggo can stop him.

As soon as he does, his courage falters somewhat. The atmosphere in the tiny wooden house is … weird. Like he’s exited the forest and entered an alternate dimension. The air is thicker, and there’s a faint, putrid smell.

Is that rotting flesh? No, it’s too cold for that.

Looking up at the guy, he can’t help but shiver, hoping that Viggo doesn’t notice. The face is like a wax mask, his expression frozen in something in between surprise and a sinister sneer. It doesn’t mean anything, of course. It’s just whatever emotions went through the old guy as he died. Still, it looks eerie. The way he’s slowly turning causes shadows to shift over his face, making it look like his demeanor is changing.

Come on, get a grip. It’s not a person anymore. It’s just … dead meat.

Jakob forces himself to step closer. Reaching out his hand, he gingerly pulls the paper from the man’s pocket. It’s folded once. Jakob opens the letter and finds a brief message in curly, old-school longhand. Written in four short lines, it almost reads like one of those stupid poems they had to analyze at school.

Whoever finds me

Burn me

Burn the cottage

Burn the whole cursed forest

“Aw, that’s awesome,” he whispers, feeling another surge of goose bumps climb up his back.

“What?” Viggo asks. “What does it say?”

“Listen to this …” He reads the suicide note out loud.

Just at the last word, there comes a sound from the dead guy. It’s like a creak or a groan, and it’s all Jakob can do not to storm out of there.

Viggo gasps. “Shit, what was that?”

Jakob points the light up at the corpse, his heart beating so fast it makes his sight fluttery. “It was just the rope,” he breathes. “It just … made a noise. Because of how he’s turning.”

Viggo says something else, but Jakob doesn’t catch it. He’s looking intently at the man’s face as he comes back around for another rotation.

Doesn’t he look a little different now? That wrinkle on his forehead … was it there before?

Jakob realizes he’s thinking crazy. Dead people don’t change their expression. Even if the guy by some miracle wasn’t actually dead—which he clearly is—he’s also frozen stiff. No way his facial muscles could have moved.

You’re being a complete scaredy cat, you know that? Think of Aksel. He’s dealing with dead bodies all day. He’d mock you if he could see you now.

Still, being around dead bodies in the clean, well-lit environment of the hospital morgue like his older brother is doing must feel vastly different from stumbling upon a corpse in the middle of a dark forest, miles from any kind of civilization.

“Jakob?”

Viggo’s voice calls him back.

Jakob blinks and looks at him. “What?”

“Look. Look at that rafter. It’s been chipped a third of the way through.”

Jakob follows his friend’s pointing glove. The beam that the guy used to fasten the rope around really has been done a number on. Panning the flashlight down, Jakob notices the wooden chips mixed with the dust. “Huh. Must have been an animal.”

Viggo frowns. “What kind of animal would chew away at wood like that?”

“I don’t know, woodpeckers? Beavers?”

Viggo draws in a sharp breath. “Oh, man … look at his fingers, Jakob.”

Jakob can’t believe he didn’t notice until now. There’s something wrong with the guy’s fingers. The tips are all white and thin. At first glance, Jakob takes it to be his nails that have grown long and pointy. But with the help of the light, he can tell it’s bones protruding. The skin and flesh are peeled back.

“Shit,” he whispers. “So, he did that to the rafter. He clawed at it until his fingers were literally worn to the bone.”

Viggo keeps shifting his weight, looking from Jakob to the dead guy. “Do you think he … regretted his decision? Maybe tried to pull himself up, but didn’t have the strength?”

Jakob considers. “Naah. Making those indents must have taken hours if not days.”

“So he did it before he hung himself?”

Jakob snorts. “He sure as hell didn’t do it after.”

“It makes no sense, Jakob.”

“What doesn’t?”

Viggo throws out his arms. “Why would he do such a thing? If he came here to hang himself, why claw away at the rafter first?”

“No idea. He could have been crazy for all we know. Psychotic or something.”

Viggo shakes his head. “I don’t like it, Jakob. I don’t like any of this.”

“Come on, don’t piss yourself.”

“I think we should call the sheriff.”

Jakob sighs. “I told you, there’s zero coverage out here. Unless you climb to the top of one of those pines, there’s no chance in hell you’ll get a signal. And even if you could get through, do you really think Tom would come all the way out here? It’s”—Jakob checks his clock—“seven o’clock, it’s Saturday, and it’s freezing. You know him, he’s a lazy fuck.”

“Come on, man. I really think we should get out of here. Something’s messed up. Can’t you feel it?”

“All I feel is that I’m getting cold from standing here. Look, we can’t just leave. We gotta cut him down and drive him to the hospital.”

“What?” Viggo’s voice grows shrill. “Are you out of your mind? What if we …? Why would you …?” Clearly searching for any kind of argument to change Jakob’s mind, he blurts out: “What will your dad say if we put a dead guy in the back of his car?”

“We’ll wrap him in the blanket. It’ll be fine.”

“But why would you even take him to the hospital? It’s way too late for that.”

“They’ll have to do his autopsy at the morgue. That’s procedure. I know because Aksel told me. They always do that, even with people killed in traffic and stuff.”

Viggo takes a deep breath. “Look, man. I know your brother got that job, but that doesn’t mean you’re suddenly trained in handling corpses as well. I say we get the hell out of here. Let’s drive back down to the town, and then we can call the sheriff.”

Even as Viggo is speaking, Jakob realizes he’s made up his mind. Part of him wants to get out of here just like his friend is suggesting. But the thought of them running back to town like a couple of cowards is holding him back. People like to talk, and within days, everyone will know about the dead guy. On the other hand, the story will sound a whole lot better if it entails Jakob and Viggo bringing the dude back with them. Not only did they find him, they also brought him home. Almost like a couple of heroes.

“Listen, we’re doing this,” Jakob says, cutting Viggo off. “I’ll cut him down while you go get the blanket from the car. It’s the responsible thing to do.”

“But—”

“Just get the damn blanket, okay? And stop being such a sissy.”

Viggo is about to say something, but immediately clams up when Jakob calls him a sissy. That’s the magic word. The one they’ve used to dare each other ever since they were old enough to talk.

“Fine,” Viggo says through gritted teeth. “But for the record, I think this is a very stupid idea.”

“Noted,” Jakob says, taking his skinning knife out of his jacket pocket and opening the leather holster. He sharpened the blade just last night, hoping he would get to skin a deer with it.

He never imagined he would use it to cut down a dead guy.
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The moment Viggo leaves, Jakob regrets sending him back to the car.

Staring up at the dead guy, the cabin suddenly feels claustrophobic. The corpse, despite being very thin, seems to take up most of the space.

Jakob never saw a dead person in real life before. Plenty of animals, back when he and Aksel went hunting.

But this is very different.

This used to be someone. A man. With a name. A past. Probably a family. Maybe he even had kids. It could be Jakob’s own grandpa dangling there.

He feels an unexpected stab of sympathy for the guy. Whatever plagued him so much he decided to come out here to the middle of nowhere to end it all, it couldn’t have been pleasant.

Pull yourself together, man. Viggo will only be gone for two minutes. If you’re still standing here when he comes back, he’ll know you lost your nerve.

Jakob breathes in hard through his nose and puts the flashlight in his pocket. That’s when he realizes the flaw in his plan: the rope is outside of his reach. The man must be almost five foot two, and he’s suspended another foot above the floor.

As Jakob stands there, looking up at the rope, contemplating how to do it, the dead guy turns slowly, his face coming into view.

Jakob puts a gloved hand on the guy’s arm and gently swings him back around.

“It’s easier if you don’t look at me,” he mutters, trying to make light of the situation. But the sound of his voice reveals just how scared he actually is. His legs feel weak, and he’s even sweating underneath the layers of clothes.

He gazes around for anything to stand on, but finds nothing. He could go outside to look, but he knows he won’t have any luck out there, either. The rope looks worn and frail, though.

It’s very brittle, it just needs a single cut.

Jakob jumps and swats at the rope with the knife, missing it by an inch. He jumps again, takes another, more confident swing.

The blade slides effortlessly through the fabric. It’s like the rope was just waiting to go.

Jakob and the dead guy land simultaneously. The corpse really is frozen solid, its joints not giving way even the slightest. Instead, the body balances on its feet for a split second like a statue without a foundation. Then it tips towards Jakob.

He shrieks and jumps aside. He just manages to get out of the way as the corpse bangs its head against the wall, then slides to the floor.

Jakob stares down at the dead guy, his heart hammering in his ears.

“Okay,” he breathes, letting out a nervous laughter. “Okay, that’s fine. Not very elegant, but I got him down.”

He fumbles to put away the knife.

Lying across the cabin, the dead guy almost spans from wall to wall. Jakob doesn’t want to touch him if he can help it, even while wearing gloves. So, he steps over him and picks up the piece of rope still attached around the guy’s neck. Tugging at it, he finds that it holds. He turns the guy around, so that his head is pointing towards the doorway. Pulling a little harder, he’s able to slide him across the wooden floor.

The cabin is slightly elevated off the ground, and there’s a step down from the door. Jakob stops at the point where the guy’s bald head is just sticking out. He lets go of the rope and steps back, breathing out.

I did it, he thinks, grinning. That wasn’t so hard, was it?

He looks in the direction of the car, hoping to see Viggo on his way back. There’s nothing but trees and bushes and darkness.

It’s fine, he’ll only be a minute. Unless, of course … he gets lost.

Jakob shakes his head. Viggo can’t be that stupid. They parked the car less than half a mile from here, and it’s a straight line. They’ve come here to the cabin for three years now, using it as their reference point. The forest around here is familiar to them.

Still, Viggo isn’t nearly as trained in navigating out here as Jakob is. Both he and Aksel went hunting with their dad ever since they were young. Viggo only learned it when Jakob started bringing him. That was when Aksel began working and lost interest in hunting. Nowadays, he’s only into base jumping, which Jakob can never get his head around; he hates heights more than anything.

Jakob wipes his nose on his glove. He looks down at the dead guy, who’s lying on his back, his face turned towards the treetops and the black skies above. At this time of year, the sun doesn’t rise until nine. Still, it’s a little less dark out here than inside the cabin, and Jakob notices something he didn’t see before: The guy’s eyes aren’t closed all the way. Also, his skin isn’t grey as it appeared to be, not exactly. It has a greenish hue.

Jakob takes out the flashlight again. Turning it on, he can’t help but gasp.

The guy really is green. Underneath the frozen skin, the veins are visible like thin, dark electrical cords.

Damn. Guy started to decompose before he froze. And what’s that with his eyes?

Jakob bends closer, surveying the guy’s face. Both eyelids are halfway raised. What’s visible of the eyeballs is completely black. Like the pupils have swollen to cover everything. Or like—

A sudden gust of wind causes Jakob to jolt and look around. He’s still alone. There are no large predators to be concerned about in this part of the woods. At least not during winter. Bears are hibernating and wolves are rarely seen around here. Besides, he has the rifle. It’s leaning against the cottage where he left it.

Jakob steps over and takes it. He’s just about to load it, when there’s a sound from behind.

He spins around, expecting to see Viggo. But no one’s there. Except for the dead guy. Jakob peers down at him. It looks for a moment like the guy’s head is sticking out a little farther. He probably just slid due to gravity. The floor in the cabin isn’t level, and since the guy’s frozen, the friction could have—

A hoarse breath right behind him.

Jakob cries out and whirls around, pointing the rifle.

Viggo ducks down, holding up one hand. “Whoa, it’s me!”

Jakob swallows hard to force his heart back down his throat. “Jesus, man. I almost shot you. Why are coming from that direction?”

Viggo straightens up, pushing his glasses up the bridge of his nose. He’s holding the blanket under his arm. “I got lost for a moment. Then I spotted the cabin.” Viggo notices the guy’s head in the doorway. “Oh, you got him down.”

“Of course I did,” Jakob says, placing the rifle over his shoulder. He’s relieved that Viggo is even more on edge than himself. It makes him more confident. “Come on, let’s get him wrapped up.”
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Dragging the corpse through the forest turns out to be easier than Jakob thought. It helps that the ground is covered in a few inches of snow, and that it’s slightly downhill most of the way to the car.

He and Viggo each hold on to a corner, the blanket forming a makeshift hammock around the guy.

They reach the truck and the dirt road within five minutes.

“I don’t like it,” Viggo says as Jakob pops the trunk.

“Yeah, you said so already,” Jakob says, bending over the corpse. “Come on, give me a hand.”

“I mean the note,” Viggo says, not moving. “What was it he’d written?”

“That he wanted to be cremated,” Jakob sighs, straightening up. “Why? Does it matter?”

“No, it wasn’t that. He said something about burning the whole forest down. Why would he write something like that?”

Jakob throws out his arms. “I have no idea. We can’t know what went through his head. He was probably depressed. Did you expect his suicide note to be cheerful?”

“No, it’s just …” Viggo chews his lip. His breath comes from his nose in white puffs. “It sounded almost like a warning, don’t you think? Perhaps he was trying to say something.”

“Like what?”

“Like we weren’t supposed to go dragging him to town. We don’t know if this guy had like a … parasite or something. Maybe that’s why he killed himself. Maybe it couldn’t be cured. And what if it’s contagious?”

Jakob frowns. “Even if he’d caught something that could be transferred to others, it’s long dead now. Parasites can’t live on a dead host. And if he wanted to warn others, why didn’t he just state it outright? Why would he be so cryptic?”

Viggo stares at the dead guy in the blanket. “I think that message was pretty straightforward.”

Jakob takes a deep breath. “Okay, look. We’ll burn our gloves once we’re done. And the blanket. Then we’ll call the CDC. Let them come have a look at him. If there’s any reason for concern, I’m sure they’ll tell us. Will that work for you?”

Viggo looks slightly less uneasy. “I still think we should leave him here.”

“And I think if we go now, we can still get back up here and shoot a deer.”

Viggo hesitantly grabs hold of the blanket once more, and the boys hoist the corpse up from off the ground.

“Man, he’s heavy!” Viggo groans.

“Lift with your legs.”

“I am!”

After some straining and huffing, they get the corpse into the cargo area. But there’s a problem.

“He’s too long,” Jakob mutters, looking at the guy’s legs protruding. “Unless we push him all the way up between the front seats, we won’t be able to close the hatch.”

“No way,” Viggo says firmly. “I’m not driving back to town with his goddamn head staring up at me.”

“We turn him around, then.”

“Are you serious? My back is already killing me.”

They pull the corpse back out, turn it a hundred eighty degrees, then slide it back in, this time feetfirst.

“Come on, push!” Jakob grunts. “Just a few more inches … Okay, that’s it. Perfect.”

Viggo steps back, panting. Jakob takes off his rifle and places it in the box next to the corpse, then throws the flashlight into the car, too.

“What … are you … doing?” Viggo asks, still out of breath.

“I’m packing up. We’re leaving.”

“Yeah, but your gun. Don’t you think we should …?” He trails off.

Jakob looks at him. “What? Bring it inside? While I drive? Why the hell would I do that?”

Viggo shakes his head, glancing at the dead guy. “I don’t know, I just … in case we need it.”

“For what?” Jakob sneers. “You’re not actually afraid of him, are you? He’s already dead, you know. And the dead don’t bite.”

“Zombies do.” Viggo immediately looks embarrassed, as though the word slipped.

Jakob snorts with laughter. “Zombies? Dude, you’re such a fucking nerd.”

Viggo sends him a sour look and murmurs: “I’m just saying, if anything bad comes from this, it’s on you.”

Jakob leans against the truck, crossing his arms. “Tell you what. If he wakes up and eats our brains before we reach town, I owe you an apology. How’s that?”

Viggo seems to consider it. “Screw that. I want your bike.”

“Why? If you’re dead, you can’t use it anyway.”

“It’s the principle.”

“Fine.” Jakob leans closer to the blanket. “You hear that, bro? Better stay dead, or I lose my bike.” He smacks what he assumes is the guy’s forehead, then sends Viggo a wide grin.

Viggo shakes his head. “You’re a fucking lunatic.”

“And you’re my enabler. Let’s go.”
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They’ve been driving for ten minutes when they exit the forest and reach the highway.

Viggo breaks the silence with a sigh of relief. “Finally.”

“What?” Jakob asks.

“That bumpy road,” Viggo mutters, nodding towards the feet of the dead guy still covered by the blanket, resting in the space between the seats. “I felt like he was edging closer.”

“Come on, man. Are you still scared? Whaddya think will happen? That he just sits up like Frankenstein all of a sudden and starts giving out backrubs? You watch too many movies.”

“Books,” Viggo mutters.

“What?”

“I read books.”

“Well, that’s even worse. No wonder you’re never getting laid.”

Viggo huffs. “Like you are.” He takes out his phone. “Still no signal.”

“Nah, it won’t come until we cross the valley.”

Viggo sighs again, unzipping his jacket and pulling off his woolen beanie. “I thought I’d never get warm again. Can the heater go any higher?”

“It’s all the way up.”

Jakob stares fixedly at the part of the road lit up by the headlights. He knows from experience that the dark, hilly landscape on both sides isn’t nearly as deserted as it looks. Reindeer, wild boars and moose will often cross the road at dawn and cause more accidents than drunk driving and slippery roads combined. The lake is coming up on the right, its surface completely still, reflecting the dark skies above. And up ahead, across the valley, is the bleak glow from town still five miles out.

“Imagine their faces when we tell them,” Jakob says, barely aware he’s talking out loud.

“Who?”

“All of them. Arvid, Gustaf. Think they’ll freak out? Maybe they’ll even do a story about us on local news.”

Viggo raises an eyebrow. “Is that why you wanted to bring him back yourself? Fame and glory?”

“No, jackoff. I just can’t wait to see our friends faces when we tell them, that’s all. Don’t worry, I’ll leave out the part where you pooped your pants.”

“Speaking of,” Viggo mutters, wrinkling his nose. “Is it him I can smell?”

Jakob sniffs, and realizes he smells it too. A bad, putrid odor. “Yeah, it’s gotta be. Hope he doesn’t stink up the car too badly. It’s too cold to roll down the windows.”

They drive on for a minute or so. Jakob notices the smell getting worse, and they decide to open the windows despite the freezing cold.

“Any signal yet?” Jakob asks, as they’re halfway through the valley.

Viggo checks. “Yes!”

“Great. Call Aksel.”

“Why Aksel?”

“He’ll know where to take him. Maybe it’s easier if we just drop him off at the morgue, let the sheriff come down there and check him out if he wants to.”

“Are you sure we shouldn’t—”

“Will you just call my brother, please?”

Viggo sighs, then makes the call.

“Put it on speaker,” Jakob says.

“Think he’s even awake at this hour?”

“Probably not, but he always sleeps with his phone next to him.”

The phone beeps a couple of times. Then it goes to voicemail.

“Damnit, he didn’t hear it,” Jakob mutters. “Hey, Axe, it’s me. Call me when you get this. We stumbled on something really cool up by the old cabin. You’re gonna love it. Call me.”

Viggo ends the call. “So that’s why we’re doing this,” he says, putting the phone back in his pocket.

Jakob briefly takes his eyes off the road to look at him. “What? Why?”

“You wanna impress your big brother. That’s adorable.”

Jakob splutters. “Get out of here. I just know he’ll think it’s very cool.”

“Yeah, right.”

“What’s that?”

“I said, yeah right.”

“No, not that. The other thing you said.”

Viggo eyes him. “I didn’t say anything else.”

“Huh. Must have been the wind. It’s noisy as hell driving with an open window. Isn’t that stink getting worse anyway?”

“Yeah, it’s almost like he’s …” Viggo trails off, and Jakob sees him looking down at the feet of the dead guy.

“Like he’s what? What is it?”

Viggo doesn’t answer. Instead, he lifts up the blanket, revealing both feet.

At that moment, Jakob’s phone rings.

He pulls it out of his pocket. “It’s Aksel,” he says, answering. “Hey, man. You up?”

“I am now,” his brother says. He sounds sleepy and annoyed. “I got your message. This better be good.”

“Oh, it is. Check this out. We found a—” Jakob notices something out the corner of his eye. “Hey, Viggo, what are you doing, man? Don’t touch him …”

Viggo is holding the guy’s right loafer. Moving it back and forth, he jiggles the guy’s ankle. Then he stares up at Jakob, a mixture of horror, surprise and understanding in his eyes. “I think he’s thawing, Jakob.”

Aksel says something which Jakob doesn’t register.

That’s when the sound comes again. The one that Jakob heard just a minute ago, but mistakenly took to be Viggo saying something. This time, he can tell it’s coming from the back. It’s a guttural, gurgling sound.

Half a second later, the dead guy’s face comes into view as he sits up and yanks the blanket aside. One eyelid still frozen shut, the other black eyeball staring at them.

Jakob and Viggo both scream out. Viggo tries to get away from the corpse, but the seat belt holds him back.

The guy reaches for Viggo with a snarling groan, his jaw dropping to reveal a row of yellow teeth, as he grabs him by the shoulder and pulls him in. He then bites down hard at the side of Viggo’s head. With a whip of his neck, the dead guy tears Viggo’s ear clean off.

Viggo’s scream turns from panic to pain as he swats at the corpse which instantly lunges for a second bite. “Get off! Get him off of me!”

Jakob has all but forgotten he’s still driving. He instinctively grabs the guy’s collar to pull him away from Viggo, who’s bleeding profusely from the rift where his ear was sitting just a second ago. The guy’s shirt is so worn, it simply rips apart as the corpse leans over Viggo, snarling and growling as it tries to catch his flailing arms, teeth snapping for anything to bite.

“Heeelp!” Viggo screams. “Help me, Jakob!”

“Fuck!” Jakob shouts, realizing at the last second that the truck is headed off the road. He swerves back into the middle.

The sudden movement causes the corpse to tumble sideways, landing halfway on Viggo’s lap. Viggo immediately goes for the buckle, hits the button, then—now free of the belt—opens the door.

“No! Wait—”

That’s all Jakob manages before Viggo dives headfirst out of the car.

The corpse almost follows suit, but manages to cling on to the seat. Instead, it hoists itself up, turns its neck and stares right at Jakob.

“Oh, shit,” Jakob hears himself breathe.

Then the dead guy lunges across the handbrake and latches onto Jakob’s arm with two sets of bony fingers. It gapes wide and is about to sink in its yellow teeth, when Jakob does the only thing he can: he stomps the brake.

The truck is an older model and doesn’t have fancy modern technology like ABS. Which means the tires lock abruptly, sending the corpse headfirst into the dashboard with a bang, releasing the airbag. Then the car spins out of control on the icy road, turns sideways and flips over.

Jakob clutches the steering wheel, screams and feels gravity disappear as the truck goes flying.
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Aksel is having the best dream ever.

He knows it’s a dream and not real life, because it’s about him making love to Frida.

“Axe …”

Her voice saying his name is so sweet, it makes his stomach all fluttery. He smiles at her in his sleep.

“Hey, Axe?”

“Yeah?” he mutters. “What is it, Frida?”

“Your brother just called.”

Aksel frowns. He blinks and opens his eyes. The picture of Frida’s face dissipates. But it’s replaced with another one, almost exactly like it. Only this one appears to be real.

She’s sitting on the side of his bed, her white hair hanging loose over her shoulder. She’s wearing a Motörhead T-shirt. His Motörhead T-shirt. She’s holding out his phone. “I thought it might be something important, since he’s calling this early.”

“Holy shit, are you really here?” Aksel blurts out, hoisting himself up on his elbows.

Frida laughs heartedly. The sound is so bubbly, it makes him blush. “Yeah, I guess I am. Unless this is the Matrix or something.”

“No, I just mean … ugh, I was … dreaming, I guess.”

“Sorry for waking you.”

“Nah, nah, that’s cool.” His brain quickly adjusts as he becomes more awake. He clears his throat, hoping to sound normal. “Who’d you say called?”

“Your brother. I just went to the bathroom and when I came back, I saw his name on your screen.”

“Oh. It’s probably nothing.” He takes the phone and puts it back on the wooden box serving as his night table.

“Didn’t you say something about him going hunting today? What if he had an accident? Don’t you want to call him and check?”

As Frida speaks, Aksel just looks at her lips moving. He recalls her chewing on pink gum. He can still taste strawberry. He can taste something else, too. Something even sweeter.

Holy shit. This really happened.

“Axe?” she asks, as he doesn’t answer. “You okay?”

“Yeah, sure,” he says, sitting up. “It’s just, you look great in that shirt.”

She sniggers and throws her hair to the other side. “Yeah, I know. Heavy metal suits me.”

He gently grabs her by the collar and pulls her in for a kiss.

“Mmm,” she says, ending it sooner than he wanted. “It doesn’t work like in the movies. We brush our teeth, then we do the morning kiss.”

“Sorry,” he snorts.

“Seriously, don’t you want to call him back?” She gestures towards his phone. “I’d be worried sick if it was my baby brother up there in the forest alone.”

“He’s fifteen, I’m sure he can take care of himself,” Aksel says, but he takes the phone anyway. “Huh, he left a message.”

“You know what, you call him back and I’ll go brush my teeth. How’s that?”

“Deal,” he says, grinning as she gets up. His T-shirt is too long for her, almost reaching her knees. He can’t tell if she’s wearing anything else.

After watching her all the way to the door, Aksel finally turns his attention to the phone. He calls his voicemail and listens to the message Jakob left him. He’s surprised Jakob even managed to get a signal up there. Aksel can tell right away how agitated his brother sounds.

“Hey, Axe, it’s me. Call me when you get this. We stumbled on something really cool up by the old cabin. You’re gonna love it. Call me.”

Aksel calls up Jakob, wondering what he found. Not that he’s dying to know, but Jakob probably wouldn’t call him if it wasn’t something out of the ordinary, and Aksel can’t deny he’s curious.

Jakob answers almost right away. “Hey, man. You up?”

“I am now,” Aksel says, rubbing his eye. “I got your message. This better be good.”

“Oh, it is. Check this out. We found a—Hey, Viggo, what are you doing, man? Don’t touch him …”

Aksel frowns. “Touch who? Who’s there with you?”

Jakob doesn’t answer. Aksel can tell they’re driving. Which explains why there’s a signal. He’s about to ask if they’re on their way home, when Viggo says something in the background. Aksel only catches the word “thawing.”

Then comes a weird growling sound. It’s almost like an animal.

The boys scream out in unison, causing Aksel to almost drop the phone.

“What the hell, man? What’s going on?”

Jakob doesn’t answer. Aksel figures he’s not even listening anymore. It sounds like he’s dropped the phone. Sounds of scuffling. Then, another scream. Aksel can’t tell which one of them it is, but there’s pain in it this time.

“Get off! Get him off of me!”

The shrill voice sounds like Viggo, but it’s hard to tell, as the words are contorted by panic.

“Heeelp! Help me, Jakob!”

“Fuck!”

More scuffling. Aksel listens, pressing the phone to his ear, holding his breath. Throughout it all, he picks up more grunts and growls from whatever is attacking the boys.

Jakob’s voice comes again: “No! Wait—” Then, a couple of seconds later: “Oh, shit.”

The sound of screaming tires as the truck brakes hard. A bang. Then, for half a heartbeat, there’s no sounds. It’s followed by a violent crash, and the connection is cut abruptly.

Aksel lowers the phone, staring at the floor. He senses someone standing there and turns his head to see Frida.

She’s brushing her teeth, white foam on her lips. “What is it?” she asks, taking out the toothbrush. “Something wrong?”

“Yeah, I think so,” Aksel hears himself say.

Then he calls 911.
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Everything plays out in slow motion.

The world turns upside down. The dead guy lifts off, hangs suspended in midair for a split second, then hits the ceiling like a ragdoll in a tumble dryer. Intense pain in Jakob’s shoulder as the seat belt holds him in place tightly. The car lands on its roof, the windscreen exploding. The dead guy gets flung out. Something hard connects with the back of Jakob’s skull, causing him to almost black out. The world spins around its axis a few more times, then comes to a rest.

The truck’s engine dies, and everything is suddenly very quiet.

Jakob blinks, hearing only his own pulse.

He finds himself hanging upside down, the blood rushing to his head, which is already throbbing from whatever hit him. His hands are still holding the wheel, his legs dangling.

I’m okay, he thinks, feeling dizzy. I’m not hurt. The seat belt saved my life.

There’s a scraping noise somewhere. It’s coming and going.

Jakob tries to open the door, but it won’t budge. Instead, he fumbles to unbuckle. Slumping to the ceiling, he’s overwhelmed with nausea and vertigo. His body feels like it weighs ten times as much as usual.

I’m passing out. I have to fight it.

His thoughts are weirdly distant. Like someone else is thinking them. He understands he’s been in an accident, but he only remembers vaguely what caused it. He wasn’t alone. Someone was with him. It was—

Viggo.

The thought of his friend makes him able to get to his hands and knees. Viggo fell out of the car. He must be badly hurt.

Gotta help him.

The scraping noise is getting louder, coming closer. It sounds like fabric being dragged across asphalt.

Jakob turns to where the windscreen used to be. He sees the road. Sees the broken glass littered everywhere. And he also sees the corpse coming this way. The sight of it jolts his memory, and it all comes back.

The dead guy still isn’t dead. But apparently, he’s no longer able to walk. Instead, he drags himself forward. Both eyes are open now, both black as night. His skull has taken a nasty blow, crushing the left cheekbone. It causes the guy’s mouth to hang open and gives him a harrowing look of anguish. It reminds Jakob of that ugly, famous painting of a guy on a bridge, screaming.

Jakob isn’t able to get out of the car through the windscreen—the corpse is too close and will reach him within seconds. He turns instead and crawls through the seats to the back.

Then he grabs the handle and tries to open the back door. It’s jammed. He sits down on his ass and kicks it hard. It doesn’t open.

“Fuck!”

Turning back around, he sees the dead guy coming through the windscreen. His already busted hands and forearms are now full of broken glass. His face is even more gruesome up close, his demeanor fiercely determined. His jaw begins moving, as though checking to make sure he can still bite.

Jakob’s mind is struggling to keep up with events. He does realize, though, that he’s trapped. And that he’ll have to fight the dead guy coming at him.

Then he sees it, lying right in front of him. The rifle case.

Must have been what hit my head, Jakob thinks absentmindedly.

He opens it and pulls out the rifle. Going for the bullets, he manages to get one out, but his hands are shaking so badly, he drops it. Picking it up, he crams it into the chamber, and as he’s about to cock it, the dead guy reaches him.

Instead of firing, Jakob has no choice but to use the rifle as a blunt weapon, so he swings at the corpse’s head. The guy must see it coming, but he does nothing to thwart it off. The swing connects with the bald head. Because of the awkward way Jakob is sitting, he can’t really get much force behind it. He was hoping to bust open the guy’s skull, but he only tumbles over, immediately trying to get back up.

Jakob drops the rifle and opts for escape. Using the few seconds it takes the guy to regain his bearings, Jakob manages to pass him and heads for the front of the car.

Just as he thinks he’s about to make it, the dead guy latches on to his boot.

“No! Fuck off,” Jakob snarls, jerking his leg.

But the corpse has a surprisingly strong grip, and he pulls Jakob back. Before he can do anything, he feels a sharp pinch in his calf as the dead guy bites down on it. Jakob screams out and flips over. He coils up his other leg and kicks hard at the guy’s head. He misses the face, but hits him instead below the chin, pinning him up against the roof—which is actually the floor.

The dead guy produces a croaking sound and claws away at Jakob’s leg. Luckily, he’s wearing both his heavy-duty cargo pants, but also his thermal leggings below, so the corpse can’t get to his skin.

Jakob reaches for the rifle, but it’s too far away. Instead, he remembers the knife.

Still holding the writhing corpse—although his foot is starting to slip—Jakob pries the skinning knife out from his pocket. He almost manages to pull it from the holster, when the corpse gives a jerk and Jakob’s leg buckles. The dead guy comes tumbling down over him. They begin a fierce wrestling match. The guy growls into his ear, his teeth snapping close to Jakob’s face, his rotten breath filling Jakob’s nose.

Jakob roars out and tries to push the guy over, tries to get him off, but the corpse is fighting like a wild animal now.

This is it. He’s going to eat me alive.

The thought sends one last shot of adrenaline through Jakob’s system, and he manages to get his left arm up and catches the guy’s chin, allowing him to push the corpse’s head up and back. The guy’s skin is incredibly cold, almost still frozen, and it feels all taut and leathery against Jakob’s palm.

With the corpse lifted a few inches, Jakob manages to pry free his other arm, finding that he’s still holding the knife, and it’s now out of the holster.

The guy bites down hard, and Jakob feels a sharp pain in his fingers.

“Ow!” he roars, plunging the knife into the guy’s head from the side.

The blade slips through the crushed cheekbone with surprising ease, sinking all the way in. Apparently, it cuts something vital on its way, because the corpse jolts violently, then stops moving.

Jakob pulls the knife back out and is about to go for a second swing, when the guy keels over, landing motionless on the floor.

Jakob sits up, feeling his head spin, pushing himself away from the corpse. But it makes no attempt to get back up. It’s really dead.

Jakob turns around and climbs out the windscreen. Standing up, his legs can barely hold him. His breath forms white clouds in front of his face.

He’s completely alone in the middle of nowhere.

No, not completely alone. Fifty yards or so down road, someone is lying by the roadside. Someone with blonde, curly hair.

Jakob looks down and sees his phone lying there. The screen is cracked. He picks it up and tries to activate it, but it’s busted.

There’s no calling for help.

Jakob drops the phone and instead goes to Viggo.

He has landed on his side. His eyes are closed, and he looks like he’s just sleeping. But Jakob can tell right away his friend is dead.

“Oh, no,” he croaks, kneeling down. “Come on, man …” He places two fingers on the soft skin on Viggo’s neck. It’s already turning cold. There’s no pulse.

Jakob fights back a strong urge to cry. He gets back up to his feet, almost losing his balance. He can’t take it in. Viggo is his oldest friend. They’ve always been there for each other. He can’t just be gone all of a sudden.

“Help me, Jakob!”

Viggo’s voice in his mind, screaming for him as the dead guy attacks. The dead guy that Jakob insisted they bring back with them.

This is all my fault. I fucked up big time.

A sob escapes him. Then, just as he’s about to break down, he becomes aware of a throbbing pain from his left hand. He looks down to see his little finger bleeding. There’s a cut right above the nail. One of the corpse’s teeth punctured the skin.

A cold rush of fear runs through his gut.

Fuck. That can’t be good.

Certain words flash through his memory. Words he and Viggo spoke just minutes ago. Parasite. Contagious. Zombie.

Jakob stares at his hand.

It’s in my blood. It’ll kill me and turn me into … whatever that guy was. Then comes another thought: Maybe it’s not too late.

Jakob was never the clever guy. That was more Viggo. But Jakob is good at making snap decisions. He’s able to act without thinking too much.

Which is exactly what he does now.

Spitting on the knife’s blade, he wipes it clean on his sleeve. Then he places it on the inside of the second knuckle of his little finger.

Gotta make sure to do it in the joint, or it won’t work.

He takes one, long breath in. Then he bites down hard and cuts off his finger.
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Someone grunts, and Jakob looks around.

No one’s there. He’s alone on the desolate highway. Some time must have passed, because while it’s still early, it’s a little more daylight around him. A thick, white fog has rolled in, hiding most of the barren valley, the leafless trees, the rocks glistening with frost.

“Viggo? Is that you?”

His voice sounds strange in his own ears. Like he has a cold or something.

“Sure,” Viggo’s voice comes from behind.

Jakob whirls around. He sees him standing there, his old friend, smiling at him.

“Who else did you expect?”

Something’s wrong. Viggo’s clothes are torn. His skin ripped open in several places. He’s missing a shoe, and one of his legs is obviously broken, the foot facing the wrong way. From the way he’s slanting, his shoulder looks like it’s dislocated.

None of this seems to bother Viggo, however. He takes a few steps closer, dragging the messed-up leg.

As he comes towards him, Jakob squints to make out Viggo’s face. It’s taken a beating too. A nasty scrape runs along his jaw, a flap of skin hangs from his temple. One corner of his mouth is drooping, as though the muscles are damaged. The other side of the mouth is smiling, and the smile gives Jakob the chills.

“Hey, man. You all right?”

“Nah,” Viggo says, shrugging as he keeps coming closer. “I’m not all right. None of us are. Tell the truth, we’re all fucked.”

“Who?” Jakob asks. He wants to back up, wants to create distance between them. It feels like his legs are moving, but for some reason, he stays in place. Instead, he tries to keep Viggo distracted by talking. “Who are you talking about, buddy?”

Viggo throws out his good arm, gesturing around. “All of us. Look!”

Jakob gazes out into the fog, and sees a lot of faces. Deer, foxes, bears, cats and dogs. All of them with black eyes. Standing shoulder to shoulder, staring back at him.

It must have spread, Jakob thinks, starting to remember. Whatever the dead guy in the cabin had. I’m lucky I didn’t catch it too.

“Oh, but you did,” Viggo says.

Jakob snaps his head back around to look at his friend, and a scream lodges in his throat.

Viggo is right in front of him now. His eyes are like two black marbles. So dark they don’t even reflect light.

Jakob is filled with dread at the sight of his friend, who’s clearly dead. But he also feels like crying. “I’m sorry, man,” he croaks. “I’m really sorry for what happened to you. It’s my fault.”

“Yeah, it is,” Viggo concedes. “But at least we’re both going the same way.”

“I’m not infected.”

“No?”

“No, I cut it off.”

“Yeah, but you were too late, buddy. Take a closer look.”

It’s only now Jakob becomes aware of the pain he’s been feeling this whole time. A warm, throbbing pressure in his finger. He holds up his hand. He thought he only cut off his little finger, but all of them are missing. Only bloody stumps are left. Yet the skin on his hand is all green. He realizes to his horror that he’s naked, and his entire body is decomposing. The skin discolored and peeling off like old paint, revealing the rotting flesh underneath.

“See?” Viggo grins. “I told you. We’re all fucked. No one’s escaping this.”

Jakob shakes his head, tries desperately to run. But moving his body only causes it to fall apart more. Lumps of flesh drop to the asphalt, bones audibly breaking.

Viggo leans in closer, his face filling Jakob’s vision, and he can smell the putrid stench coming from his mouth as he whispers: “It’s the end of the world, Jakob. And it’s only just begun.”

“No!” Jakob cries out and—


8


—jerks so violently that he almost topples off the bed.

“Whoa, whoa,” a familiar voice says. Hands grab his shoulders, and Jakob recoils.

Then he sees Aksel’s face, and the rest of the world morphs into reality. He’s not outside. He’s in a mostly white room, and it’s high noon outside, judging from the pale sunlight coming through the window.

“It’s okay, man,” Aksel tells him. “You’re safe.”

His brother smiles at him, something he rarely does. The smile is meant to be reassuring, but it’s also worried.

“Where am …? Where’s …? I don’t …” Jakob swallows as the words catch in his throat. His mouth is terribly dry.

“You’re in the hospital,” Aksel tells him, reaching for a cup of water with a straw, holding it close to Jakob’s mouth.

Jakob takes a sip, relishing in the cool liquid going down his throat. He tries to take the cup from Aksel, but sees a thick, white bandage covering his little finger.

“Use the other hand if you wanna hold it yourself,” Aksel instructs him.

“Fuck,” Jakob mutters, turning over his hand. “I really did that …”

“Yeah, you did,” Aksel says, putting the cup back on the table. “You drove off the road and somehow ended up losing only half a finger. You’re one lucky asshole, you know that?”

He remembers the blade going through his finger. The pain was unbelievable, the most intense thing he’s ever felt. It must have been what caused him to pass out. He doesn’t remember that part. His finger doesn’t hurt now. In fact, he can’t really feel it at all. They probably numbed him up good before stitching him together.

“You’re also lucky it was freezing tits out there, or you would have bled to death,” Aksel goes on. “You were like a popsicle when they found you.”

“Who? Did someone come by?”

“I called an ambulance. I heard you crash. Remember, we were talking on the phone?”

“Oh, right.”

“So listen, maybe next time you find a guy who’s died from some nasty disease, maybe don’t touch him, okay?”

Jakob frowns. “I didn’t. I was wearing gloves.”

“Yeah, and that might have saved your life. They had to isolate you until the tests came back. You’re clean as a whistle.”

Jakob feels a rush of relief. Then he remembers. “What about … Viggo?”

He’s afraid of the answer. And he sees it immediately on Aksel’s face.

“Maybe not worry about him right now,” he says in a low voice.

Jakob squeezes his lips together. He doesn’t want to cry, especially not in front of Aksel. His brother reads the situation and gets up from the chair. He strolls casually to the window and looks out, pretending to take in the view.

Jakob sobs quietly, wiping away the tears as they roll down his cheeks.

“So,” Aksel says after a couple of minutes have passed, clearing his throat. “I guess you’ll have to jerk off with your left hand for a while.”

Jakob can’t help but snort with laughter.

“Oh, and I called Dad.”

Jakob immediately tenses up. “Was he … mad?”

“About the truck?” Aksel turns around and raises his eyebrows. “You bet ya. He did soften up when I told him you got roughed up. I think I managed to talk you out of a beating.”

“Thanks. When’ll he be back?”

“He said next week. There was some delays with permits or whatever, so they haven’t even started yet.”

Working as a contractor, their dad travels all over Scandinavia and will often leave the boys alone for weeks on end, even from when they were very young. Jakob never met his mother. Aksel remembers her vaguely, but never talks about her. She died when Jakob was two.

“What about … Viggo’s parents?” Jakob asks. “Has anyone told them?”

“Of course,” Aksel says. “But I told you not to worry about it, okay? You’ve got your own problems.”

Jakob nods and looks at his hand. “Yeah, I know.”

“No, I don’t think you do.” Aksel sends him a serious look. “Tom came by. He wants to talk to you. He said he’ll be back at three to see if you were awake. He wants to know what the hell happened out there.”

Jakob shrugs. “Like you said, we drove off the road.”

“Yeah, right after you picked up some old guy who looks like he’s been dead for ten years.”

Jakob shifts. “Did you … did you see him?”

“Yeah, they brought him in right after you came. You were out cold, so I snuck out to take a peek.” Aksel puffs. “I’ve seen a lot of cadavers, but man, he takes the prize. They still don’t know what’s wrong with him. Looks like he was rotting away while he was still alive.”

“Is he dead?” Jakob asks.

“Yeah,” Aksel grunts. “And then some.”

“No, I mean … he hasn’t … moved or anything?”

Aksel frowns. “Dead people usually don’t do that.”

“Zombies do,” Jakob whispers, feeling a stab in his heart as he echoes Viggo’s words.

“Zombies?” Aksel eyes him closely. “Did you hit your head?”

“Yeah, I think I did,” Jakob says, his hand going to the back of his skull. There’s a pretty tender place where the rifle case banged him. “Pretty hard, too. But that’s not why … I think … Axe, I think something’s seriously wrong with that guy.”

“No shit. I heard you guys freaking out before you crashed. What happened?”

Jakob opens his mouth to tell him, then realizes his memory is like an empty house. He can go there, but there’s nothing to find. “I … I have a hard time, like, recalling the details.”

Aksel takes on a worried look. “That’s okay. They said it was very common to have temporary confusion and memory loss. Something about the shock.” He goes to the door. “I’m gonna get the nurse now. The doctor will want to check on you.”

“Okay,” Jakob mutters, still trying to remember.

A torrent of different emotions are whirling around inside. Grief, fear, disbelief. And a strange panic just below the surface. It’s like his system is desperately trying to send a message. Something he needs to see. It’s connected to the dream he just had, he’s almost sure of that, because the feeling grows stronger when he thinks of the strange nightmarish scene of him standing in the middle of the road surrounded by dead animals.

And Viggo. Dead Viggo was there, too. He said something ominous. Something like …

“No one’s escaping this …”

Murmuring the words, Jakob feels a little closer to what he’s trying to remember. But he still can’t quite catch it. His thoughts are weirdly distorted. Disconnected. Shooting around like random sparks. The dead guy. Viggo screaming. The knife sliding through his finger. The car spinning. The pain. The fear.

He feels nauseous as the room begins tilting. He closes his eyes and forces all the images aside.

I can’t think about it. Not right now. I’ll just rest a little. I’m sure I’ll feel better when I …

Jakob is gone before he can finish the thought.
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Aksel goes to the nurses’ station and leans on the counter.

Frida is sitting there alone, typing on a computer, her side turned towards him. Her hair is tied up in a bun, exposing her long neck. Even wearing scrubs, the sight of her makes his balls tingle.

He clears his throat and says in his most innocent voice: “Excuse me, nurse? I’m ready for my sponge bath.”

She looks over at him, stone-faced, then checks that no one else is around. “Last time I checked, you’re not a patient here, sir.”

“I should be. I have a serious ailment. My heart beats way too fast every time I see you.”

She can’t help but smile. “Oh, you’re smooth. So, how’s your brother?”

“He’s awake.”

“Really? That’s great. I’ll call the doctor.” She takes out her pager.

“Who’s on call?”

“Olsen, I think. Why?”

“Just looking out for my baby brother. Wouldn’t want some quack to take care of him.”

She smiles again, then gets up and comes to the counter. She leans in and gives him a quick peck on the lips. “It’s sexy when you’re being protective.”

“Oh, yeah?”

“Yeah.”

“So sexy that I’ll get to see you tonight again?”

She’s about to answer when her expression changes. Aksel notices an old guy with a walker and breathing apparatus waddle by them.

Once he’s out of earshot, Frida whispers: “That’s a possibility.”

“Sounds great. I’ll make dinner.”

“By that, do you mean order pizza?”

“Exactly,” he grins. His phone vibrates. He takes it out. “It’s my dad.” He puts it back in his pocket.

“You’re not going to answer?”

“Not right now.”

Frida frowns. “But he must be worried sick about your brother.”

Aksel scoffs. “Knowing him, he’s probably more concerned about his car. It’s okay, really. I’ll update him later.”

Frida shrugs. “If you say so. Speaking of, did your brother tell you what happened?”

Aksel shakes his head. “He was kind of confused. Poor guy sounded like he was still afraid of the guy they picked up. I think he attacked them somehow.”

Frida seems to recall something. “That reminds me, weren’t you supposed to be in autopsy now?”

“Nah, it’s my day off, remember?”

“Yes, but you said you wanted to see him. The old guy?”

“They don’t do him till six.”

She turns and glances at the computer screen. “Says here he’s on for two. Guess they moved him up.”

“Oh, shit. I really wanted to be there. Maybe I can still have a peek. See you later, okay?” He leans in for another quick kiss, then runs to the elevator.


10


The autopsy room is situated next to the actual morgue, in the hospital’s basement.

To even reach the floor, Aksel has to beep his ID card. He always feels like a federal agent when he does.

As the elevator stops and the doors open, Aksel is met by a sign on a stand blocking the hallway. It’s one of those “biohazard” warnings. Aksel learned about them in training to become a mortician’s apprentice, but he’s never seen one in use before now. It’s orange and has the text “BSL-3,” which means, if he recalls correctly, “second to highest risk of microbes.” The only risk level higher than three is four. At that stage, parts of the hospital would be evacuated.

Man, they’re really taking things seriously …

That’s when he notices a tall, skinny guy sitting on a chair, leaning against the wall. He’s wearing a hazmat suit with the headpiece pulled back. In his ears are wireless plugs and he’s absorbed in his phone. It’s Mikkel Ranfelt, one of the orderlies. There’s a rumor going around that he’s gay. He’s wearing pink sneakers, which doesn’t exactly debunk those rumors. Next to him is a rack on wheels with three or four additional suits ready to be put on, complete with boots, gloves, respirators and all.

Aksel steps out of the elevator, and Ranfelt finally notices him. The guy jerks to his feet, yanking the music from his ears. “Hey, you can’t—oh, it’s you, Axe. What are you doing down here? They told me you weren’t coming today.”

“No, I’m not working,” Aksel says, looking Ranfelt up and down. The suit is two inches too short on his long arms and legs. “They told you to wear that?”

Ranfelt glances down at himself, grinning with embarrassment. “Yeah, I know it looks silly. They said it was just a precaution. They think this could go on national news once the word gets out, so they want to cross every t and dot every i, you know?”

“That’s why they had you sit guard out here?”

Ranfelt nods. “I’m not supposed to let anyone in that’s not supposed to be here.”

“That include me? I work down here, you know.”

Ranfelt’s eyes flicker. “I’m … not sure. Maybe I should call Dahl?” He makes it sound like a question, as though whether or not to bother Aksel’s boss is his call.

Aksel shrugs. “Sure, you can do that. But you know him. He’s probably not in the mood for questions right now.” Aksel nods down the hallway. At the end are the double doors leading to the autopsy room. “He in there right now?”

“Yes. They started ten minutes ago.”

“They?”

“There are two other guys in there. Another mortician and a specialist of some kind. I didn’t see either of them before. They must have pulled ’em in from the regional hospital.”

“Oh, I see. Can I take a peek?”

Ranfelt shifts his weight. “I really don’t know, Axe. Dahl was really serious about not letting anyone unauthorized in.”

Aksel chews his lip. “Tell you what. I’ll put on a suit and I’ll tell Dahl that I was told by someone upstairs to come give him a hand. I’ll play it off as a misunderstanding. If he gets mad, it’ll be with me. How’s that?”

Ranfelt considers, glancing towards the double doors. “Promise you won’t throw me under the bus?”

“No, man. You know me. I’d never do that.”

“All right.” Ranfelt points a thin finger at him. “I’m trusting you.”

“Cross my heart and hope to die,” Aksel says, taking one of the suits from the rack.
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Jakob is back up there once again, in the forest. Standing in front of the cabin. It’s dark and freezing. Everything is unnaturally quiet. He can’t even hear his own footsteps as he approaches the door.

There’s something I need to see. Something that’ll help me remember.

Just as he reaches out his hand, the door swings open on its own accord. It’s like there’s an imperceivable breeze pushing it. Jakob steps inside.

The cabin is a lot bigger than he remembers. As he walks across the dusty wooden floor, he realizes he’s for some reason not wearing shoes. The sounds are echoed back and forth, causing him to look around and make sure that he really is alone.

Reaching the center of the cabin, he stops. There’s a high-pitched creaking sound from above. He looks up, expecting to see the dead guy hanging there. But there’s only the piece of rope still wrapped around the rafter. It’s swaying gently back and forth. On each side of the rope, the wood has been clawed to shreds.

That’s right, Jakob remembers. We thought it was an animal that did that, until we saw his fingers …

Something is trying to fit into place in his mind. Something big and obvious. It’s right there, but he still can’t see it clearly.

Jakob shifts his weight, and that’s when he steps on something cold and soft.

Looking down, he sees a human ear lying there. It’s still bloody from when it was torn off.

That’s Viggo’s, he thinks with a sinking feeling. The dead guy bit it clean off.

How could he forget? The scene from the car is suddenly vivid in his memory again. The dead guy, sitting upright, lunging at Viggo. His friend, trying desperately to get away. Throwing himself from the moving car, killing himself. Then, the accident. Jakob had had no other choice but to lock the brakes, and it had caused the car to flip. But that hadn’t been the end of it. The dead guy still came for him. And Jakob had to use the knife.

I stabbed him. Right before I cut off my own finger. Jesus …

Now that it’s all coming back to him, the thing in his mind that’s trying to come forward feels even bigger and heavier. Still, it’s obscure.

Damnit, why can’t I connect the dots?

Jakob catches a movement from the side and turns his head. The window is open, and Viggo is right outside. He looks normal. No skin-flaps hanging off, no black eyes. In fact, he’s smiling. Behind him, it’s suddenly summer. Everything is green, the sun is shining, birds are chirping.

“Hey, buddy. Could you pass me that?” Viggo nods towards the ear on the floor. “I seem to have dropped it.”

Turning his head slightly, Jakob can see that Viggo is missing his right ear. Jakob bends and picks it up. He goes and hands it to Viggo.

“Thanks, man,” he says. As though the most natural thing in the world, he puts the whole thing in his mouth, chews loudly and swallows it. “Mmm. Finger-lickin’ good,” he says, smiling. Then he turns and walks out of sight.

And it finally sinks in.

With an almost audible click, the realization hits home in Jakob’s mind.

Zombie. The dead guy was a zombie.

As he’s still staring at the open window, the scenery changes within seconds. Summer turns to winter. Day into night. The leaves fall from the branches. The sky goes from blue to gray.

He didn’t stay dead, even though he hanged himself. Because he was already infected. The disease brought him back. And that means that Viggo—

A sound behind him. A hand lands on his shoulder.

Jakob screams.
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The doors to the autopsy room have plastic windows at eye level, but they’re both covered with something which looks like cardboard.

Aksel debates briefly with himself whether to knock or not. Then he decides against it and simply pushes one of the doors gently open.

He’s spent a lot of days and nights in this room. Most of the time with Dahl at his side. The fact that there’s a room a little farther up the hallway containing several dead people never really bothered him. It’s usually very quiet down here, with a minimum of talk and activity.

So it’s a strange sight, seeing Dahl and two other doctors crowded around one of the tables, wearing hazmat suits, discussing with each other in strained voices. Even with the suits on, Aksel immediately recognizes Dahl. He’s a big, broad guy, making the other two look like teenagers in comparison.

On the table is the dead guy. Aksel can make out his feet.

Dahl is the one doing the cutting, bending over the guy’s torso.

“Definitely not zoonotic,” one of the others says, his voice distorted through the mask. “Look at his lungs; they’re basically unaffected.”

“Well, aside from the fact that they’re all but falling apart,” Dahl remarks, raising a hand holding the pliers. Pinched in them is a piece of tissue the size of a stamp. Even with his still-limited medical knowledge, Aksel can tell right away the lung tissue isn’t healthy. The color alone gives it away: dark, almost black. Like something from an infomercial against smoking.

“Yes, there’s certainly necrosis in all regions,” the other doctor goes on. “But what I mean is, I see no other damage. No signs of bacteria, no parasites or fungi. Had he caught this from an animal, the respiratory system would no doubt show it.”

“Let’s let the lab tell us what’s what,” Dahl grumbles, plopping the sample into a ziplock bag, then placing it neatly next to a dozen others on a steel tray. “Before we draw any conclusions.”

“I get why you want to be cautious here, Dahl. But you have to admit, this is the strangest thing. I mean, so much contradiction. He’s clearly been clinically dead for an extended period of time. He’s basically decomposing, for crying out loud. If not for the cold, he’d been falling right apart … And yet the skeletal muscles seem to have been working up until very recently. How’s that possible?”

“It’s more than possible for muscle fibers to receive and react to electrical impulses from the nervous system, even after brain death,” Dahl says. “You know that as well as I do, Goran.”

“That’s not what we’re talking about here, though,” the third doctor chimes in. It’s only now Aksel realizes it’s a woman. “The guy’s been able to move, walk around, even. And he did so with absolutely no circulation. The respiratory system failed a long time ago.”

“Exactly,” the other doctor—Goran—says, throwing out his arms. “And the only thing that seems relatively unaffected so far is, ironically, the brain!” He gives off a shrill laugh. “I mean, this makes no sense. This … this is unprecedented. We’re going to rewrite medical history here!”

Dahl turns and points at him with the pliers. “Listen, Goran, this is not why I asked you to come. I expected you to be more professional than this. If any of us talk like this to anyone outside of this room, there’s going to be even more—” Dahl apparently senses Aksel standing there, because he abruptly turns his head. Aksel can make out Dahl’s eyes through the vizor. “Christ, Larsen! What the hell are you doing here?”

“Sorry,” Aksel says, acting as though he just stepped inside the room. “I didn’t know you already had assistance. I was told you needed me.”

“If I needed you, I’d have paged you directly.”

“Sorry. You want me to go?”

“It’s fine,” the female doctor says in an offhand manner. “He’s already dressed up, and we can use someone to run these samples to the lab. I’m certainly not leaving this room until we know what’s going on with this guy.”

Aksel steps closer. Even abstracting from the fact that the guy’s skull has been cut open and his brain is visible, he was already a horrible sight to behold. Black eyeballs, yellow teeth, peeled back lips, greenish skin.

Shit, how could Jakob think it was a good idea to go dragging this guy along?

Aksel takes the tray as the doctor hands it to him. The bags contain everything from teeth to tendons, toenails and what looks like a piece of the tongue. It’s the most extensive array of samples Aksel’s ever seen.

“So, it’s a parasite, right?” he asks, clearing his throat.

Goran huffs. “If this is a parasite, then I’m the king.”

“My money’s still on infection,” the woman says. “Some new variation of septicemic plague, perhaps.”

“We’re not formulating any theories yet,” Dahl grumbles. “Not until we have all the data. Now, please—”

There comes a shout from somewhere nearby. It’s short and abrupt, but loud enough that all three doctors freeze and exchange looks.

“Who was that now?” Goran asks, gazing towards the doors.

“Sounded like someone dropped a brick on their foot,” the woman offers.

“Larsen, go check with the orderly out there,” Dahl says. “Leave the samples.”
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“Easy, calm down, it’s okay.”

Jakob opens his eyes and sees a young woman in a nurse’s uniform. He’s seen her before somewhere, but he can’t recall her name.

She smiles reassuringly. “You just had a bad dream. I walked by your room and heard you talk in your sleep.”

Jakob swallows dryly and looks around. He’s back in the hospital. The message from the dream is still very much alive in his mind. “Where’s Viggo?” he croaks.

“Who’s that?” the nurse asks.

“My friend. The one who … died.”

The girl’s face changes. “Oh. I’m so sorry. Did you dream about him?”

“Where is he?” Jakob demands, grabbing the nurse’s wrist. “It’s really important that you tell me!”

The girl is taken a little aback. “Listen, you should calm down. You’ve been through a lot, and—”

“Where is he?” Jakob is almost shouting now.

“He’s here,” the nurse tells him, gently releasing his grip. “You don’t need to worry about him. He’s at peace now.”

Jakob breathes fast through his nose. “Where’s Aksel? I need to talk with my brother.”

He doesn’t really expect the nurse to have any idea where Aksel is, but to his surprise, she says: “Axe went down to the morgue.”

A rush of fear surges through Jakob’s belly. “The morgue … is that where Viggo is?”

“It is. I can call your brother if you—”

“Yes, call him! Call him right now and tell him to get out of there!”
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Because of the music in his ears, it takes Mikkel a few minutes to become aware of the banging sound.

His shift ended two hours ago, and he’s not particularly thrilled about still being here. It’s not like the extra hours pay well. And he was supposed to video chat online with a guy from Sweden he’d met through a game. He texted him already, telling him he’ll be late.

It isn’t easy finding guys you have chemistry with, and Mikkel really feels like they connect. He hopes very much this doesn’t mean he burned his chance of hooking up. Maybe if he makes it up to him somehow, they can still—

As one song ends, there’s a few seconds pause, and Mikkel finally hears the knocking.

He pulls out the earbuds and listens. The sound comes again. It’s not from the autopsy room, but somewhere closer.

Mikkel gets to his feet, leaving the phone on the chair. He goes towards the door to the morgue. Stops and listens. Another bang. It’s definitely coming from the morgue.

What the heck? Who is that? I didn’t even see anybody enter the room …

Mikkel has been down here since they brought in the two corpses, and that’s, what, four hours ago now? Was someone in the morgue already? What have they been doing in there this whole time?

The logical explanation, of course, is that one of the doctors from the autopsy room came down here without Mikkel noticing. He was kind of wrapped up in his phone, so it’s not impossible that he simply didn’t see or hear them.

Still … what are they doing in there? What’s producing that muffled banging?

“Hello?” he asks, clearing his throat. “What’s … going on in there?”

The person must be able to hear him through the door. But they don’t answer. They just keep banging away.

Mikkel looks from the elevator to the autopsy room, uncertain about what to do. It’s a case of damned if you do, damned if you don’t. He can go tell Dahl about this, but not only will this mean leaving his post, he’ll also disturb the cranky mortician in his work, which is never a good idea. Besides, Dahl would probably ask him to go check on the sound anyway.

So, Mikkel takes a deep breath and pushes open the door.

The room looks like usual. Well lit, clean and empty. Steel and linoleum. The east wall has three rows of rectangular cupboards, all clearly numbered from 1 to 12. But other than that, the room is empty.

Mikkel pauses, dumbfounded. He was certain he would find someone in here. Was certain that the sound—

It comes again, louder, and Mikkel jumps. He stares at the steel cupboards.

As a kid, Mikkel frequently had a nightmare of being buried alive. Unable to move or speak, he would still be fully awake and aware as his family gathered around him to say goodbye. Then they shut the coffin and lowered it into the ground. The sound of the dirt being thrown atop it would cause him to panic and wake up.

Now, he feels thrown back into that nightmare.

Shit, someone’s not really dead.

Mikkel has no idea how it’s happened. But he knows mistakes happen in all areas, also the medical field. And some doctor obviously misdiagnosed some poor patient as dead when they weren’t.

“It’s okay,” Mikkel hears himself say, rushing to the freezers. “I’ll get you out. Which one are you in?”

He realizes immediately it’s a stupid question. How would the person know, if they were unconscious when they were brought here? Also, if they could speak, they would have called out for help by now. Instead, they’re just knocking away at the inside of the door.

As though his thoughts brought it about, there comes a low, miserable moan from one of the cupboards.

The guy’s in pain. Probably suffocating in there. I have to hurry.

He places his ear close to number 1, when there’s another bump, clearly from the other end of the wall. Mikkel goes to number 4 and listens. Another bump. From below. He crouches and places both palms on number 8. And he feels the next sound. His heart—which is already beating fast—leaps.

“He’s in here,” he mutters, fumbling with the handle. It has a lock—Mikkel has no idea why—and he can’t immediately figure out how to unlock it. Then he gets it and turns the handle.

He’s not sure what he expected to see. He’s only ever seen a morgue cupboard being opened on television. Crime shows and the like. In movies, the dead person usually lies neatly on their back, naked, and with a paper tag attached to their big toe.

What greets him now is very different.

The person is alive all right. At least, he’s moving. He’s managed to flip over onto his stomach, and his feet are jerking spasmodically. In the bright light from the ceiling, Mikkel can immediately tell the skin is green, the veins visible underneath.

Then a couple of hands appear, and for a moment, Mikkel has a hard time processing what he’s seeing—it looks like there are two guys in there. In reality, though, he realizes that the guy has managed to fold himself over in what looks like an awfully painful angle. He doesn’t seem bothered by it, though, as he grabs the frame and pulls himself out. The bottom of the cupboard follows suit, and as the face appears, Mikkel’s brain short-circuits.

In a flash, he realizes he messed up badly.

He cries out, but only manages to get halfway through the scream before he faints and slumps to the floor.
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Aksel goes back out into the hallway and finds Ranfelt’s chair empty. As far as he can tell, no suits have been removed from the rack, which means no one else has come down here. Strangely enough, he sees Ranfelt’s phone and headset left on the chair.

Did he leave to go take a piss?

There’s only one toilet down here, and it’s down the east hallway, which means—

Aksel’s phone vibrates in his pocket. Wearing the suit, he can’t easily get to it. It’s probably just Dad calling back anyway.

So, he lets it ring and is about to turn and leave, when there comes a sound from inside the morgue. It’s almost like a grunt.

Aksel hesitates, looks at the door. It’s a regular, wooden door without windows. It can’t be locked, and the handle is a wide, horizontal bar. All you need to do in order to open, is push. Or, if you’re inside, pull.

Another sound. This one is different. Wet. Like someone smacking their lips.

What the hell?

“Hey, Mikkel?” Aksel asks. “That you in there?”

No answer.

Listening carefully, Aksel can hear more of those wet noises. It reminds him of something he heard just last night: Frida’s cat, eating away at the canned food she served it.

Aksel’s first logical thought is that an animal came down here somehow. A fox or a stray dog, perhaps. But that makes no sense whatsoever. A wild animal would never make it into a hospital unnoticed, much less ride the elevator down to the basement.

Something else presents itself in his mind, then. Something which makes even less sense, but somehow feels more likely.

That word. The one his brother used.

Zombie.

Come on, man, Aksel tells himself, grinning. What are you, eight? Zombies aren’t real.

In order to convince himself, he steps forward and is about to push open the door, just as his phone vibrates again. Aksel pulls his arm into his sleeve and reaches for his pocket. He pulls out the phone and sees Frida’s name on the screen. He answers. “Yeah?”

“I think you need to get back up here.” He can tell she’s slightly distressed.

His stomach immediately sinks. “Why? Is Jakob okay?”

“He’s fine, he’s just very upset. He says you shouldn’t go near Viggo. That he’s … dangerous or something.”

There comes another groan from the morgue then, and this time, Aksel can tell it’s not an animal making the sound. It’s human, although it’s without words.

“Aksel?” Frida asks in his ear. “You still there?”

“Yeah,” Aksel mutters, pushing open the door. “Yeah, I’m still … oh, fuck.”

What he sees is a scene from a horror movie.

Mikkel is there, on the floor. It’s his stupid sneakers that give him away. Besides those, Aksel has no other way of identifying him, because his face is gone. The person sitting there, crouching, leaning over Mikkel, has eaten it, and is now busy with his shoulder.

“Viggo?” Aksel asks stupidly. “Is that you?”

He can tell it’s Viggo. Both from his curly hair, but also due to the missing ear. Viggo is naked. His skin has taken on a nasty, pale-green color. Just like the guy in the autopsy room.

Viggo doesn’t answer or even turn around. He’s too preoccupied, tearing out tendons and muscles with his teeth, chewing and swallowing greedily, showing the gusto of a hungry kid gorging down fried chicken.

Aksel notices the open cupboard. Mikkel opened it. He let him out.

From somewhere far away, Frida is still saying his name. Aksel manages to lift the phone back up to his ear. He croaks: “Frida? Listen to me. Whatever Jakob is saying, he’s right. I think you should call the police. Get them to shut down the hospital.”

Frida says something, but Aksel doesn’t catch it. Because at that moment, something happens. Viggo stops chewing. He raises his head and appears to listen. His movements are uncertain, jerky.

It’s not that Aksel made any kind of loud noise. It’s more like Viggo just suddenly lost interest in Mikkel and turned his attention back to his immediate surroundings.

And as he turns his head around, his black eyes fix on Aksel, and Aksel feels his insides turn to water. The lower half of Viggo’s face is shiny with fresh blood, pieces of skin are stuck in his teeth as he bares them to snarl at Aksel.

Then Mikkel gets to his feet and comes for him.
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Tom barely pretends to listen to the incessant chatter of his partner.

If he had to make a list of ways he’d like to spend his Saturday, this would be at the very bottom. Trudging up a hill, freezing under the parka, his calves burning. Add to that the prospect that he’ll have to navigate what could very likely turn into a shitstorm before nightfall.

Why did that dead asshole have to appear in my district?

Tom has been the sheriff of Torik county for close to ten years now, serving as deputy five years prior to that. He’s born and raised here, and he’s never had anything close to this happen. The craziest he’s ever dealt with was that guy who beat his wife within an inch of her life. Oh, and that couple who got killed by a bear while on a picnic.

Those were bad enough. But they weren’t something to spark national curiosity like this.

A frozen guy found in the forest, waking up to cause havoc, carrying some unknown disease. Now that was front-page material. Tom has already had three calls from journalists.

“So when I finally got the wheel set up—that’s what they call it, you know? That round table that spins—I must have messed up the wiring somehow, because it was spinning way too fast.” Jungersen, who’s ten years younger than Tom and obviously has a lot less trouble climbing the hill, laughs heartedly. “The first time she tried to throw a pot, the whole thing went flying, like, straight into the wall. Plop! The sound it made, I tell you, it was hilarious.”

“I bet it was,” Tom mutters, stopping to look around, pretending not to be out of breath. “You see that cabin anywhere?”

Jungersen finally stops talking and takes a look around. It’s a little past two, and the day is at its brightest, which still isn’t very bright. Even though the sky has cleared and the sun is shining over the forest, everything is still glittering with frost.

“Yes!” Jungersen says, pointing. “I think I see it!”

Tom gazes in the direction his partner is gesturing, not seeing it at first. Then, looking closer, he makes out a brown square halfway hidden behind a huge pine. “Oh, right,” he mutters, thinking: How the hell did he spot that from here? Gotta get my eyes checked. Man, getting old sucks.

They walk the last few hundred yards. When they reach the cabin, Jungersen finally ceases babbling about his wife’s pottery adventures. Instead, he looks to Tom. “So, do we treat this as a crime scene?”

“If by that you mean we don’t make too much of a mess, then yeah. But don’t get too excited now. I really don’t expect to find anything.”

“Right. Let me know what you need me to do.”

“For now, I just need you to be quiet,” Tom says, stepping over to look through the open door. It’s an old hunters’ cabin. One of those built at the start of the century with nothing but oak and excellent craftmanship, the kind you don’t really come across anymore. There’s nothing to see, except for five things that Tom immediately takes note of.

The piece of rope still secured to the rafter. The claw marks on the rafter. The sawdust and dirt on the floor. The tipped-over chair. And the guy’s boots.

Tom takes out his phone and fumbles to activate the camera. “Why doesn’t this goddamn thing work?”

“You, uhm, you can’t do it with your gloves on, Tom.”

“Oh, right. I knew that.”

He grudgingly bites off his glove and manages to snap a few pictures.

“That’s strange, huh?” Jungersen asks, pointing over Tom’s shoulder up at the rafter. “Those marks on the wood there. Wasn’t there something about the guy missing the tips of his fingers?”

“Yeah, there was,” Tom says, irritated that Jungersen put it together too. “Guess we know what happened to them now.” He gestures towards the floor. “As far as I can tell, those are fingernails.”

The look on Jungersen’s face as he makes out the broken nails among the woodchips holds a certain amount of satisfaction to Tom.

“Jeez. Why would he do that?”

“That’s what we’re here to figure out.” Feeling Jungersen burn him from behind, Tom goes on: “Why don’t you check out the surroundings? See if you stumble upon anything interesting.”

“Sure.” The delight in Jungersen’s voice makes Tom want to kick him. But at least the guy walks away and begins searching the ground around the cabin.

“All right,” Tom murmurs, crouching down. “Let’s see what we have here.” He sits there for half a minute, brooding. He tries to picture the guy hanging there. Rocking back and forth. Blue in his face.

Tom reaches in and picks up a piece of the wood from the rafter. It’s not rotten or even very worn. It hasn’t been eaten by worms or termites. Meaning the rafter is as strong as it looks.

How the hell did the guy manage to claw halfway through it?

Something doesn’t add up here. It makes him even more annoyed. He was really hoping there wouldn’t be any more twists in this case. That it would be a grounder. But this just added to the mystery.

First things first. How do we track down where this guy lived?

It hadn’t been possible to make an ID from the corpse, and it wasn’t very likely that they ever would. The guy hadn’t been reported missing, which means he was probably a hermit living alone up here somewhere. If he’d never done anything illegal, they wouldn’t even have his DNA on record.

Tom looks at the chair. It’s an old model. Nothing really special about it. Could have come from any old house around these parts. Only thing it reveals is that the guy knew what he was going to do when he walked out here. Why else would he bring rope and a chair?

Tom picks up a stick and, leaning forward, he manages to drag over one of the boots. He turns it around and looks at the bottom, not really sure what he expects to find. What he does find gives him pause. “Hey, Jungersen?”

His partner returns in a matter of seconds. “Yes, Tom?”

“Look at this, will you? The stuff in the grooves here.”

Jungersen crouches down next to him. “Huh. That’s curious.”

“Yeah, I thought so. That’s dried-up clay, right?”

“I’d say it definitely is.”

“And what color is it to you?”

“It’s turquoise.”

Tom sends him a look. “That’s a fancy word for blue, right? Didn’t you say your wife got her hands on some blue clay recently?”

Jungersen nods, frowning. “She did.”

“So?”

Jungersen blinks. “So what?”

“So, where did she get it from?”

Jungersen thinks for a moment. “It was an older woman who sold it to her. She’d gotten it from her own backyard as far as I remember. I’m not sure where she lived, but it wasn’t in town. She was from the other side of the hill somewhere.”

Tom feels something loosen up in his gut. For the first time that day, he smiles. “You know what that means, right?”

“That we need to go find the woman?”

“That, too. But it also means this could be someone else’s problem.”

“How so?”

Tom straightens up, giving a groan as his knees pop. “The other side of the hill is not Torik county. If the guy lived over there, it doesn’t matter that he killed himself in our territory. It’ll be the sheriff over there who needs to handle the case.” The prospect of washing his hands of this whole thing in a matter of hours fills him with a sudden energy.

“Oh. Well, that’s almost a shame,” Jungersen says, shrugging. “I thought it was very interesting, you know? Finally, something fascinating.”

“Fascinating?” Tom repeats, raising an eyebrow. “As compared to what, homemade pottery?” Before Jungersen can answer, Tom turns and strides back down the hill. “Come on, we’re going.”
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Aksel finds himself backing up, his legs moving on their own. Apparently, they’re determined to get him the hell out of Dodge, even though he can’t take his eyes off of Viggo. Or rather, what used to be Viggo.

Because the poor guy is dead. That much is painfully obvious. Aksel has seen enough cadavers to know. Even if this one is moving.

Aksel also watched plenty of zombie movies. He was kind of obsessed with undead monsters for a while. So he’s familiar with the different types of zombies. The draggers, the sprinters, the screamers, the groaners.

Viggo is definitely the slower kind. His movements are sluggish, wobbly, labored. And the sounds escaping his throat are muffled, guttural. Like how you’d expect a corpse to move and sound.

Which is lucky, because if he’d been any faster, Aksel might not have had time to get out of the way.

He bumps into the wall. Viggo gives a grunt and ups his speed, reaching out his arms, eager to close the distance between them.

“Get the hell away from me!” Aksel blurts out, jumps sideways and stumbles out the door into the hallway.

For half a second, he considers bolting for the elevator. He sees it all clearly. How he can make a clean escape. Simply leave Dahl and the other two doctors to have a nasty surprise. He could rush upstairs, find Jakob and Frida and get out of the hospital before shit really hit the fan.

Except he can’t do that.

So, he runs instead to the autopsy room, bursting through the doors. “Dahl!”

“What the hell, Larsen?” Dahl turns around to look at him, incredulous. “Why are you—”

“Listen to me!” Aksel says, breathing fast. “All of you!”

Dahl, not accustomed to being cut off, blinks with surprise. Aksel suddenly has all three doctors’ undivided attention. That’s when he realizes he has about twenty seconds to explain the situation, to make them understand what kind of danger they’re in.

“This is very serious,” he begins. “The boy that died in the accident … he’s revived. But not really. He’s a zombie. It means he’s still dead, but moving. He’s very, very dangerous. You can’t touch him. He will attack you. His only drive is to eat flesh, and he—”

“What on earth are you saying?” Goran interrupts, shaking his head with disbelief. “Did the patient wake up?”

“Yeah, but it’s not what you think. Like I said—”

“Where is he now?” Dahl asks, frowning.

“He’s coming,” Aksel says. “He’s coming for us.”

As though prompted by the introduction, Viggo pushes open the doors behind him. Aksel has already moved aside, and he backs up farther as the cadaver comes staggering into the room.

“Jesus Christ,” Goran exclaims. “He’s really not dead …”

“Yes, he is!” Aksel insists. “Listen to me! This is not some kind of disease. He’s dead, and he’s going to—”

“Shut up, Larsen,” Dahl growls, stepping forward. “We have to help him. Goran, the second drawer. Get the lorazepam. I’ll hold him down.”

Viggo steers for Dahl, reaching out his arms.

“No, Dahl, don’t!” Aksel shouts, but it’s too late.

Dahl and Viggo meet in what looks like an awkward embrace. Dahl grabs Viggo by the shoulders, trying to force him sideways and down on the ground. Viggo, however, claws at Dahl’s arms, straining his neck forward, reaching with his mouth for Dahl’s head and chest, his teeth snapping audibly.

“He’s completely delirious,” Dahl says, managing to wrestle Viggo to his knees, bending to help the boy to the floor as gently as possible. “Where’s that shot, Goran!?”

The other doctor finally leaps into action, rummaging through the steel cabinet. He pulls out a syringe and a bottle.

Aksel just stands there, backed into the corner, watching the scene play out. So does the female doctor, only at the opposite end. Aksel sees his own disbelief painted on her face, too.

As the doctor approaches with the now full syringe, Dahl has succeeded in somewhat securing Viggo in a humane hold, having crossed his arms over his chest and leaning on his hips with one leg. Viggo’s head is still free and able to move, and he struggles to get at Dahl. It looks like the suit, despite Viggo’s attempts to rip it, hasn’t had any tears, and Dahl hasn’t been scratched or bitten. It won’t hold forever, though; it’s clearly not heavy-duty fabric. It’s only meant to keep out bacteria, not fend off attacks from nails and teeth.

“Hold his head,” Dahl instructs, as Goran crouches down next to him. “He’ll hurt himself.”

Aksel is close to bursting into shrill laughter. The situation was already surreal. Now, with the doctors trying as gently as possible to sedate an already dead guy whose only concern is to eat their faces, it’s turning insane.

They’re doctors, he thinks. They have decades of medical training. They only see a patient. How the hell do I convince them otherwise?

“I really don’t think that’ll work,” he hears himself say.

Goran is trying to get his gloved hand below Viggo’s head to stop him from knocking his melon against the floor, while Dahl is still busy keeping the boy in check.

“Careful,” Dahl groans. “We’ll have to assume he’s contagious. Don’t let him—”

“Ouch!” Goran cries out, as Viggo does exactly what Dahl was trying to warn him about.

The doctor yanks back his hand, and there’s a tearing sound as the sleeve is ripped. Viggo managed to bite down hard on the soft inside of Goran’s wrist. As the doctor pulls his arm away, his radial artery must be torn open, because a gush of blood splashes into Viggo’s face. Goran gives a shriek of pain and shock. Dahl roars out, too. The female doctor gasps, her hands going to her mask.

Viggo, on the other hand, seems to be the only one enjoying the experience. He’s lapping greedily at the blood raining down over him.

“Good lord,” Dahl groans through gridded teeth. “I told you to be careful, goddamnit!”

“Jesus, he got me good,” Goran breathes, clasping his hand over his wrist, trying to stem the blood. “I need to … I need to disinfect this …”

“Gimme the needle, Goran.”

Goran absentmindedly hands Dahl the syringe, then gets to his feet and staggers towards the cabinet. “Help me out here, Annemarie.”

The female doctor blinks, her head turns and her arms jerk, but she doesn’t move from her place against the wall. She strikes Aksel as a robot trying to regain control of its own system, but failing.

Goran begins going through the drawers again, as Dahl manages to get the protective cap off of the needle using the crook of his other arm which is still pinning both of Viggo’s. Dahl has gained a short-lived advantage, as Viggo is momentarily busy trying to lick his own face clean.

“Where’s the damn ethanol?” Goran cries out, opening the next drawer. In order to search the cabinet, he can’t properly hold the wound, and he’s bleeding heavily, a pool forming around his boots.

This is all turning to shit, Aksel thinks. I should have just bolted.

He can still do it. Except he can’t stop watching the situation unfold.

Goran finds a plastic bottle and pops the cap. He pours out the liquid in generous amounts, directly into the wound, wheezing with pain. He then grabs a roll of bandage and begins wrapping his wrist.

Dahl plunges the needle into Viggo’s neck, administering the entire dosage. And to Aksel’s surprise, Viggo actually stops struggling. He keeps on twitching for a few seconds, his jaw opening and closing. His eyes blink, open, blink again, and then close. A long, drawn-out moan escapes him.

Dahl holds on for another moment, making sure it’s safe before releasing his hold. Viggo’s arms slump to his sides.

“Jesus,” Dahl mutters, leaning back on his heels, shaking his head. “I’ve never seen anything like that.” He seems to be talking to himself.

“I think … I think I’m good,” Goran says, holding out his newly bandaged arm. “I’ll need some antibiotics, just to be sure.” He starts for the doors, then staggers and almost falls.

“Sit down,” Dahl demands. “You’ve lost a lot of blood, Goran. I’ll call someone, have them admit you. But for now, you still need to stay isolated. Which means—”

At that moment, the situation goes from relatively calm to all-out mayhem.

Viggo sits up so abruptly, it’s like he’s jolted awake by a shot of adrenaline. It happens so fast, no one but Aksel sees it. Dahl, still kneeling right next to the boy, has his attention turned towards his colleague. So he doesn’t see Viggo open wide and lean in.

It’s only when his teeth tear through the fabric and dig into his neck that Dahl roars out.
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“Get the hell away from me!”

There’s something in Aksel’s voice Frida has never heard before. Fear.

He no longer seems to pay attention to his phone. It sounds like it’s been put back in his pocket, the sounds muffled and distant. She can hear footsteps. Someone moaning.

“What did he say? Is he okay?”

Frida turns to look at Jakob. He’s sitting up now, his expression one of concern, bordering on panic.

“I … I think so,” Frida mutters, trying not to let her own fear come through. She disconnects the call and crosses her arms.

“Well, what did he say?” Jakob demands.

“He said that …” Frida swallows. She doesn’t want to worry him. He’s been through a lot, and the last thing he needs is to become further upset. But whatever is going on down in the basement is obviously serious, and they might all be in danger. She doesn’t want to lie to him.

“Get them to shut down the hospital,” Aksel had said.

When she’d asked him what exactly was happening, he hadn’t replied. But she knows him well enough that he would never say anything like that lightly. He’s generally easygoing, levelheaded. If he felt there was real reason to do such a drastic thing—

“What did he say?” Jakob asks again. “Tell me!”

“He said that … that you were right.” She looks him squarely in the face. “That we should get them to … to enter emergency lockdown.”

Jakob draws in a sharp breath, then begins hyperventilating. “I knew it … I knew it … Viggo was right … this is … this is going to end badly …”

“It’s okay,” Frida says, trying as much to reassure herself. “I’ll go talk to someone.”

“No, there’s no time,” Jakob says, pulling off the blanket and swinging his legs over the edge of the bed. “We need to get out of here, right now …”

“Wait,” Frida says. She steps over and manages to catch him just as he’s about to slump to the floor. “You’re not going anywhere. You need to stay here and let me—”

“I can’t! We can’t stay! Don’t you get it? It’ll spread to everyone in this building! It could be a matter of minutes! If we don’t leave right now, it’ll be too late!”

“Okay, okay!” Frida raises her voice, almost shouting at him, and it finally gets him to shut up. “Listen. We’ll leave, okay? If this is as serious as Axe said, I’ll take you away from here.”

Jakob looks a little less uneasy, but he’s still breathing fast.

“However,” she goes on, “there are hundreds of other people in this hospital. I need to think of them, too. Which means I’ll have to talk to someone first. Then maybe call the authorities.”

Jakob begins shaking his head. “They won’t believe you. They won’t understand.”

“I’ll do my best to make them,” she says. “But you need to help me understand first. So tell me … what the hell is this?”
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The roads are awful up here. Since so few people use them, they’re only just kept usable and nothing more.

Tom drives as fast as he dares, avoiding any holes in the asphalt. Still, the drive around the hill takes the better part of an hour.

“I can’t believe you noticed the color of the clay,” Jungersen says. “I mean, it’s almost like Miami Vice.”

Tom huffs. “Except for the weather.”

“But imagine if this lead pays off,” Jungersen goes on. “If we find this guy based on a few grams of clay under his boot. That would be awesome.”

“Yeah, well, let’s not get our hopes up just yet.”

Tom can’t help but hope, though. He’d love nothing more than to call up the neighboring sheriff and tell him “tag, you’re it,” then drive back home. He might even make it in time to catch a movie before Susanne gets home. These days, a few hours alone in his La-Z-Boy, sipping whiskey and watching TV really is all he’s asking for. Life gets simpler as you grow older, and all those exhausting dreams and ambitions finally die off.

“That’s Bodum coming up,” Tom says as the first few houses appear up the road. “You got that address yet?”

Jungersen checks his phone. “Yes, she just sent it. Eleven Gamlagata.”

As they enter the village, Tom slows down and keeps an eye on the signs by each side street. Bodum really is a sad dump, old houses with old people living in them, waiting to die. Not a store or school or even bus stop in sight.

“There,” Jungersen says, pointing. “Gamlagata.”

They turn left, driving even farther uphill, the narrow road leading them towards the edge of town again. The last house has the number 11 painted on a mossy stone.

“This it?” Tom asks, parking the car.

“I guess so,” Jungersen says, shrugging. “I never came here; she picked it up on her own.”

“Let’s go find out, then.”

They leave the car. Tom never wears a uniform if he can help it, and most days, he can. His car looks civilian, too, the only thing giving it away being the plates. Still, he’s sure at least some of the neighbors noticed the unfamiliar vehicle and are probably eyeballing them from their windows right now. Number 11 is pretty privately located, though, with tall hedges framing the property and a couple of old birch trees leaning over the roof.

The name on the mailbox says “H & H Petersen.” An old couple, no doubt.

“Do we just knock?” Jungersen asks, stopping in front of the door. It’s one of those old-fashioned mahogany things, massive and impossible to break down with anything less than a bulldozer.

“Well, what other suggestions do you have? Should we start singing a carol and hope they hear us?”

Jungersen doesn’t seem to register the snide remark. “It’s just, if two police officers show up, they might get scared and not want to talk to us. They have the right not to say anything.”

“But they don’t know that. Trust me, they’ll be happy to help the police.”

Tom knocks on the door.

Nothing happens. A cold breeze slips by, causing them both to shiver and the branches to rattle overhead.

“I don’t think they use this door,” Tom mutters.

“No?”

“No. See that pile of leaves?” He points to a pyramid of leaves leaning up against the corner of the door. “That tells me this door hasn’t been opened for weeks.”

“I guess you’re right. Should we go look for another entrance?”

Tom gazes around the garden, noticing how abandoned it looks. Normally, old folks take great pride in keeping their gardens presentable, but this one looks like no one touched it since early fall. The grass is tall and yellow, the leaves are everywhere, and moss is growing between the tiles of the path leading to the street. “I’m not sure that would help,” he says. “I don’t think anyone lives here anymore. But come on, can’t hurt to have a look.”

They walk around the house. Tom checks every window along the way, but the blinds are drawn.

The back garden is bigger than Tom expected. It has flower beds, a wooden terrace, a hammock, two apple trees and a small hill at the back. It’s fairly obvious that whoever lived here spent a lot of time in the garden. It’s also obvious it’s been a while since they set foot here.

There’s a terrace door, but it’s locked. Tom doesn’t waste time knocking. Instead, he turns and looks over the garden. “So, that blue clay … you think she got it from down there?”

Jungersen looks towards the hill. Even from up here, they can tell someone has been digging into the side of it. They walk across the lawn to find a wheelbarrow, a shovel and a pile of bricks all lying next to the man-high opening that someone dug into the hill. The grass has been trampled down around the hole, and there are visible traces of blue.

“Jackpot,” Jungersen says, smiling. “Guess this really is the place.”

“And those could very well be our guy’s prints,” Tom says, pulling his assistant aside as he’s about to step closer. “Don’t ruin them.”

“Oh, sorry.”

As Tom crouches down to snap a picture, Jungersen looks inside the hill.

“It’s really deep. What do you think he was digging for?”

“My guess is that he wanted to make a fireplace. See that iron bowl over there? It’s the kind you use for a fire pit.”

“But this is way too deep for that sort of thing,” Jungersen goes on. “It’s like he tried to dig all the way through. Boy, it must have taken him weeks.”

Tom activates the light in his phone and shines it into the hole. Jungersen’s right; it really is deep. More of a tunnel than a hole, really. The sides consist of dirt and clay, most of it bluish.

“Hey, look,” Jungersen says, pointing. “What’s that in there?” Before Tom can say anything, Jungersen steps inside. The tunnel is just tall enough that he can stand upright. He walks in a few yards, kneels down and picks up something. As he turns to show it, Tom can tell it’s a piece of cloth. Red-checkered, just like the shirt on the dead guy.

“Good catch,” Tom mutters reluctantly. “I think we can assume this is the right place.”

Jungersen looks closer at the wall as something catches his eye. “Jesus. You gotta see this, Tom.”

Tom is about to step inside, when he suddenly gets a weird feeling. Another gust of icy wind blows past, and the tiny hairs on the back of his neck stand on end.

Something’s completely off here.

He’s not sure at all what the thought means. But he has this sixth sense, which has helped him more than once throughout his life, when he’s been about to step into a dangerous situation.

“Look,” Jungersen insists, waving at him. “This is just crazy.”

“What is it?” Tom asks, gazing around the garden. They’re still alone. But it doesn’t feel that way anymore. It feels like someone is close by, watching them.

“It’s runes, I think.”

“Runes?”

“Yeah, look. They’re everywhere.”

Tom leans in through the opening just enough that he can make out the scribblings on the wall. Jungersen is right; it does look like runes. Not that Tom is any kind of an expert on the subject, but he’s seen them in movies and in a museum once or twice.

“Yeah, that’s great,” he mutters. “I think we should go now, Jungersen.”

“Hold on, there’s more,” Jungersen says, stepping farther inside. “These ones are harder to make out. They don’t look like they were carved recently. They look very old.”

“Jungersen,” Tom says, feeling more uptight with each moment. “We’re leaving.”

His partner, obviously not feeling the sense of alarm that Tom is, steps in still farther. “Holy crap,” he says, his voice causing an echo now. “This place is … it’s huge! He didn’t dig this, Tom. He found it. I think it’s … it’s a tomb of some kind.”

Tom is feeling dizzy with growing panic now. “Jungersen, I’m not telling you again. Get your ass back out here!”

Finally, Jungersen picks up on the earnestness of Tom’s voice. He turns and looks back at him, his expression confused. “What is it, Tom? What’s wrong?”

Tom never gets to tell him.

At that moment, a figure materializes out of the darkness behind Jungersen. From the light of Jungersen’s phone, Tom sees a face gaunt and skeleton-like. It’s mostly skin and bone, with gaping empty sockets where the eyeballs should have been and a ragged beard plastered around the jaw. He realizes in a glimpse that the face belongs to something ancient and sinister. Something that might once have been human. It’s something straight out of a nightmare. It’s the most terrifying thing Tom has ever seen.

Then the creature opens wide to reveal rows of broken, yellow teeth just before it bites down on Jungersen’s shoulder.

The young man’s expression turns into one of pain and shock. He’s about to scream out when a huge hand mostly made of bones grabs his face. Another arm wraps itself around his chest, and that’s when he drops the phone.

The last thing Tom sees is his partner being dragged off into the darkness, his muffled scream being swallowed up by the earth.

Then Tom turns and runs.
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If Goran’s wound was bleeding badly, what’s coming from Dahl’s neck is like a waterfall.

This time, though, Viggo isn’t content with only having a bite. He latches on like a rottweiler, wraps his arms around Dahl’s neck and digs into his flesh.

Aksel finally is able to move. He runs to the female doctor. “Come with me, we need to get out of here!”

She doesn’t even look at him, her eyes glued to Dahl who’s struggling with Viggo.

“Hey!” Aksel shouts, grabbing her arm. “You’re next unless you come with me!”

She blinks and looks at him, but still makes no effort to move.

So, Aksel simply drags her along. She resists a little at first. Then, as she apparently realizes they’re moving away from the horror show, she begins following along. Aksel hauls her down the hallway, staring fixedly at the elevator and their way out. From behind them, the screams of Dahl and Goran echo through the basement.

They’re twenty feet away when the door to the autopsy room swings open and Ranfelt staggers out in front of them.

Fuck! I thought we had more time before he’d wake up …

Compared to Viggo, Ranfelt is a lot worse to look at. The skin on his face has been pulled off, his nose gnawed to a stub, and one eyeball is gone. At the sight of the newly dead orderly, the female doctor stops abruptly and rips free of Aksel’s grip.

“No, wait!” Aksel tells her. “Don’t go back … there are no other ways out of here.”

The woman doesn’t listen, and Aksel has to run to catch her. She fights him this time, and he shakes her hard. “Listen to me! You’re going to fucking die if you don’t do what I say!”

Bing!

Aksel whips around to see the elevator open. Two men, one in a doctor’s coat, the other in regular clothes, step out of the elevator. The doctor is busy looking at a tablet, and the other guy is talking to him. It’s only when they pick up on a muffled death cry from the autopsy room that they look up. Ranfelt turns on them with an eager groan.

“Oh, dear God!” the civilian cries out.

“Get back in the elevator!” Aksel shouts. “Go, go, now!” Then, remembering what Dahl said, he adds what he assumes they’ll take seriously: “He’s contagious!”

The men need no further instructions, and they all but fall over each other to get back inside the elevator. The doctor presses the buttons, and the doors begin to close.

Aksel and the female doctor watch with bated breath as Ranfelt makes a dash for the elevator. But he’s too slow. Aksel can tell he won’t make it.

Then he trips over his own feet and falls flat. His arms reach inside the elevator, and the doors close on them, squeeze for a second, then, meeting resistance, they open back up.

“No, oh, no!” the civilian cries out, pressing himself into the corner. “Get him away from me!”

The doctor hammers away at the buttons, and the doors begin to close for a second time. But Ranfelt is still in the way, and he’s meticulously making his way back up. The doors squeeze his shoulders briefly, then open again.

The guy in the shirt screams as Ranfelt enters the elevator, heroically pushing the doctor forward. The doctor, obviously horrified at Ranfelt’s face, holds the tablet up like a shield, pressing it against Ranfelt’s chest, trying to ward him off. Ranfelt immediately bites down on the back of his hand, and the doctor cries out in pain.

The other guy uses the opportunity to bolt. He sprints down the hallway, passing Aksel and the female doctor without a second glance.

“No, wait,” Aksel begins, but the guy is already too far away.

He’ll be trapped like a rat down here.

Aksel hasn’t been to all the rooms of the basement, but he knows there are no elevators, no stairways, no windows. Dahl told him that when he began working down here.

“It’s a damn firetrap. Ever since they shut off the east part of the basement, they also closed off the stairs. I’m telling you, it’s highly illegal. It was only meant to last a week, but then came the budget cuts, and the construction was put on hold.”

Which means the only way up from here is the elevator in front of them.

The doctor is trying to fight Ranfelt off, now using the tablet as a blunt weapon, swatting at his head. Ranfelt pays little heed to it. He simply ducks down and attacks the doctor’s chest, clawing away at him.

He’s gone, too, Aksel thinks. We need to—

As he turns around, the doors to the autopsy room are pushed open, and Viggo comes out. His face and neck are smeared in fresh blood, and his black eyes immediately lock on them. Aksel can’t hear anyone scream or shout from inside the autopsy room anymore.

They’re both dead. They’ll wake up in a minute or so.

For a split second, he feels a surge of blind panic. He’s trapped. Completely cornered. He’s going to get eaten alive.

Then he realizes there’s one last way out.

“Come with me,” he says, pulling along the female doctor, heading for the morgue.
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Holy hell! What was that? What was that!?

Tom’s mind is reeling as he runs back through the garden, almost tripping several times in the tall, frosty grass.

Jungersen’s death scream is still ringing in his ears. The image of the creature looming over him is burned into his memory. Jungersen is not a short guy—around six foot three—and yet the thing that attacked him was at least a foot taller.

Tom doesn’t consider himself a coward. He may not be courageous, either, but he never left anyone hanging before. Not until now.

The moment that thing dragged his partner off into the hill, Tom felt no inclination whatsoever to help him. While he was actually carrying his firearm under his parka, he never used it once in active service, and the thought of opening fire into the darkness didn’t even occur to him. All he could think of was getting the hell away, and fast.

He reaches the car, fumbles for the keys, unlocks it, and throws himself behind the wheel. He turns on the engine, then hesitates. Finally, a rational thought makes it through.

I can’t just drive off. I’ll lose the badge.

Abandoning a crime scene, much less a fellow officer … there’s no way he’ll be able to defend that. If Jungersen by some miracle makes it out of that hill alive, he’ll testify to the fact that Tom did nothing but tuck his tail between his legs and run without even trying to help.

But even if Jungersen is dead—as Tom strongly suspects—it won’t look good that he himself returns unharmed, with an unfired gun, scared shitless, having no idea who or what did this.

There’s no way I’m going back over there.

If the situation is deemed unusually dangerous or the opposition is overwhelming, like with a riot or a gang of attackers, an officer is completely justified in retreating to safety, even if it does mean abandoning colleagues or civilians. But as soon as he’s able to, he’s expected to call backup, then hold his ground till they arrive.

Tom, while generally disenchanted with life, still likes his job too much to get a dishonorable discharge. Not only would he lose his pension, which is only seven years out, he would also have a really hard time finding a new job around here. Which means they’ll have to move. And what would Susanne say?

“Goddamnit,” Tom snarls, as he realizes there’s no way around it.

So, he takes out his phone and calls the station. It takes forever to start ringing. He checks the screen and finds the phone without service.

“Christ on the can! There’s no signal up here.”

He chews his lip and looks over at the house. It’s obvious that no one has been in there for months. The risk of running into a nasty surprise is pretty low. Finding a landline in there, however, is highly likely. He suspects everyone in this hellhole still uses old school phones and internet in order to get a connection.

Tom switches off the engine. Turning the key and removing it from the ignition takes all his willpower. He checks the street in both directions before exiting the car. He’s still alone. Hopefully, none of the neighbors saw him come running like an idiot.

He straightens up, adjusts his parka, tries to look normal, then walks to the front door. Since there’s no point in knocking again, he simply tries the handle, expecting to find it locked. It’s not. The door opens willingly.

Tom is so surprised, he just stands there for a few seconds, staring into the hallway. The air inside is stale and stuffy. Which only confirms to him that the house has been empty for a considerable amount of time.

“Hello?” he says, not wanting to speak too loudly, but having to announce his entrance so that it’s not technically unlawful entry. “Police officer. I need a phone. I’m coming in.”

He steps inside and gently closes the heavy front door behind him. Considering for a moment, he decides to turn the lock. The memory of the creature in the back garden is still too vivid, and if it decides to come looking for a way into the house, there’s no point in making it easy.

There’s a row of old folks’ shoes and jackets along with a mirror on the wall. Catching a glimpse of himself, he notices how pale he looks. Beads of sweat on his forehead and upper lip. He takes a deep breath through his nose and opens the door to the house.

The smell turns a little more intrusive, bordering on putrid.

Probably food from the kitchen. Everything must be moldy and rotten by now.

He enters a living room looking exactly like what he’d expect. Everything is as old as the people who lived here. Heavy furniture, carpeted floor, a grandfather clock which is still ticking, decorations on the walls, a fireplace, shelves with porcelain, a tiny TV. The only thing he didn’t expect is how untidy the room is. Things have been knocked to the floor. A couple of candles, the tablecloth, some figurines. The drapes covering the window are in disarray, as though someone tugged at them. Some of the furniture has been pushed around, a chair is knocked over.

Did someone do a search here? A burglar, maybe? Someone realizing the house was empty and hoping to find a bag of diamonds?

He doesn’t think more of it, because mounted on the wall by the window, he sees what he came for: a phone. The receiver has been knocked from the holder and is hanging by the cord. But other than that, it doesn’t look broken.

Tom takes a second to listen. Making sure that no one is here. If someone is, they’re staying absolutely quiet, because the house is like a tomb.

Bad choice of words, Tom thinks, swallowing hard as he’s reminded of the hill in the backyard.

He rushes to the phone and takes the receiver. Pressing the connector button a few times, he’s relieved to hear a dial tone.

Thank God!

He dials the number to the station, mentally preparing what he’s going to say. As the call goes through, Tom turns towards the window. The drapes are white and slightly see-through. He can make out the terrace and the lawn. With a finger, he carefully lifts the fabric aside.

His eyes automatically go to the hole in the hill. From up here, it’s nothing but black. The pale light of day doesn’t stand a chance against the deep darkness inside the tunnel.

As the phone clicks and tries to establish a connection, Tom realizes he’s looking at an open book lying there on the windowsill. It’s like one old folks will keep to write down important phone numbers. Except it appears to be full of personal notes. A diary of some kind. A few phrases jump out to him.

awful, surreal nightmare

ancient creature with supernatural powers

“What the hell?” Tom mutters, picking up the book. “What happened around here?”

“You’ve reached the Torik Police,” Eriksen’s voice tells him. “We’re not able to answer your call at the moment, but please leave a message or reach out directly to Sheriff Tom Nilsen on the following number …”

“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” Tom snarls, slamming the phone back on the receiver. Without really thinking, he slips the book into his pocket for later reading—it’ll serve as evidence. Eriksen is probably on the can. That fat idiot has a habit of eating Chinese food even though his stomach can’t tolerate it, so he must be busy—

Tom’s angry train of thought is cut off as he catches a movement through the window.

A gasp catches in his throat.

A figure comes out of the hole in the hill.
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“Okay,” Frida hears herself say as Jakob finally stops talking.

He’s staring at her, awaiting her reaction. His explanation came fast, uneven, rambling. But she got the point. Dead people coming back. Zombies.

She knows the word, of course. She watched that Brad Pitt movie a few years ago.

“Okay,” she says again. “I’ll just … let me just think.”

“You don’t believe me.”

“No, I do. I just …”

… don’t know how to make anyone else believe it.

Frida pulls herself together. “Don’t worry, Jakob. I’ll be back in five minutes. Whether they believe me or not, we’re leaving.”

Jakob lets out a long breath. “Okay. Fine.”

She squeezes his arm, then leaves his room, closing the door behind her. She looks up and down the hallway. There’s nothing out of the ordinary going on. In fact, it’s a slow day.

She feels completely surreal. For a moment, she considers whether this is even real or a very lifelike dream.

She goes to the elevator at the end of the hallway, passing a few patients on the way. A male nurse winks at her, and a surgeon walks by, whistling.

Frida feels like a spy, or someone with a secret. With what she knows, shouldn’t she be telling them all? Running around screaming it to the world?

But that would just cause a panic. Which would mean a lot more people get hurt. And besides, the infection—or whatever it is—might get out.

Instead, she just gets in the elevator and goes to the first floor. Stepping out into the entrance hall, she stops and looks at a group of people who just entered through the glass doors. It looks like an entire family. All wearing jackets, gloves and beanies. They’re laughing at something funny one of them just said.

Frida looks over at the nurses’ station. Greta, the grey-haired senior nurse, is sitting by the computer.

You can do this. Go tell her to call security. Once they get here—

“Heey, there you are!”

Frida turns to see Olivia come walking towards her in her usual, brisk pace. She’s holding a tray with urine samples.

“You’ve been ducking me, haven’t you?” Olivia smiles and stops. “You’re giving me the skinny, or I’m telling everyone.”

It takes Frida’s brain a few seconds to catch up. “Oh,” she says, laughing awkwardly. “That.”

“Yes, that,” Olivia says, sending her a significant look. “So, how was he?”

Frida blushes, instinctively gazing around to make sure no one’s within earshot.

“You don’t have to tell me about it here. Look, I’m taking these down to the lab. You on a break? You can tag along and tell me all about him.”

Olivia starts towards the far elevator, the one marked STAFF. It’s the only one going to the basement.

“The lab?” Frida repeats stupidly, walking along with her.

“Yeah, in the basement. That’s where they handle these puppies, remember?”

“No, I know where it is.”

Olivia laughs. “You’re a little off today, aren’t you? Was he that good? Or bad?”

“Listen, Olivia. Could you … could you hold off going down there?”

Olivia stops and looks at her. “Sure. You need to talk?”

“Not really. It’s just …” Frida considers for a moment. Olivia is almost ten years older than her, and she’s been a nurse here for far longer. Perhaps confiding in her would be a clever move. Have her inform the people in charge of what’s going down. They’d be more likely to listen to her.

The trouble is, will Olivia believe her? Frida has trusted in her before with personal stuff. But she’s very pragmatic and also the skeptical type. Someone who blames either the pharmaceutical industry or the government for every bad thing.

And with every minute passing, Aksel might still be down there, in danger.

He could already be infected while I’m just standing here …

“You sure you’re okay?” Olivia asks, her smile gone now. “You seem beside yourself.”

Frida makes her decision. If she wants them to shut down the hospital, she’ll have to tell someone. And Olivia might just be her best bet.

“Listen,” she says, pulling Olivia aside as an old woman walks by, pushing an IV stand on wheels. “You heard about the two dead guys they brought in earlier, right?”

Olivia scoffs. “How could I not have? Everyone talked about it at lunch.”

“I know. Well, something’s very wrong with them. What they have … it’s a very … uncommon disease. It makes them able to move even though they’re clinically dead.”

Olivia raises her eyebrows, but says nothing.

“I know it sounds completely insane,” Frida goes on. “But you have to believe me. It’s something new. Like a virus no one ever saw before. It’s very contagious.”

“And you know this … how?”

“Aksel just called me from the autopsy room five minutes ago.”

“You sure he wasn’t just pulling a prank?”

“He wouldn’t do that,” Frida says firmly. “Besides, I could hear fighting going on in the background. I think it might be getting out of hand down there. I think we should call for an emergency lockdown.”

Having the words leave her mouth, she feels instantly lighter. But the way Olivia is now looking at her makes her question her decision to confide in her.

“Who’s doing the autopsy?” Olivia asks. “Dahl?”

“I believe so.”

Olivia puts the tray on an empty wheelchair, then pulls her work phone from her belt and makes a call. She waits twenty seconds. Then she says: “He’s not picking up.”

“I could try Aksel again, but—”

“Yes, do that.”

Frida calls him up. He doesn’t answer either, which makes her very anxious.

“It doesn’t have to mean anything,” Olivia murmurs, chewing her tongue. “Perhaps they’re just busy.”

“No, that’s not it,” Frida says. “Please, Olivia, you have to believe me. This is really happening. We need to call for that lockdown. I’d do it myself, but I think they’ll be a lot more likely to believe you.”

Olivia eyes her intently. “You really think something that serious is going on down there? Serious enough that we need to lock down the entire hospital?”

Frida takes a breath through her nose, recalling Aksel’s voice on the phone.

“Oh, fuck … Viggo? Is that you?”

“Yes,” she tells Olivia, not blinking. “I believe it’s that serious.”
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“We’re trapped!” the woman cries out as they enter the morgue, finally finding her voice. “There’s no way out! We’re trapped!” She looks around with panic painted on her face.

“No, we’re not,” Aksel assures her, beginning to pull off his suit. “There’s a way, we just need to hurry!”

He’s thankful to get more freedom of movement back. Then he wraps the suit around the handlebars on the doors, tying them together with the makeshift rope.

Just as he pulls the knot tight, Viggo bumps into the doors from the other side. Aksel steps back, his heart pounding away, as he watches the doors open three inches, then stop due to the suit holding them in place. Viggo reaches in an arm and gropes for him, trying to squeeze his bloody face through.

“Jesus, it won’t hold!” the woman says, backing to the far end of the room.

“It’ll hold,” Aksel says, running to the cabinets. He chooses the already open cupboard in which Viggo’s body was lying until a few minutes ago. He pushes the shelf all the way in, then climbs inside, feetfirst.

“What are you doing?” the female doctor asks in a shrill voice. “I’m not hiding in one of those!”

“We’re not hiding,” Aksel groans, working his way inside. “Just trust me …”

His head disappears into the cold darkness and his feet reach the end of the cabinet. He kicks it hard and hears hinges rattle. He kicks it again, trying to get as much force behind as he can. He glances out, darting a look towards the door. Viggo is still grabbing at the air, making no effort to untie the suit, which would be fairly easy to do for someone with half a brain left. He has managed to push the doors a little farther apart, and his torso is now inside.

It’s okay. It’ll hold. I just need ten more seconds …

Aksel resumes kicking the back of the cabinet. The woman screams something, but Aksel filters it out. He focuses on the task; the only thing that’ll save their lives. He feels claustrophobic and just generally icky lying in this enclosed space where God knows how many cadavers have lain throughout the years. It only makes him kick harder. He peripherally notices his phone vibrating in his pocket, but there’s no way he’s getting to it even if he wanted to, so he just keeps kicking.

On the sixth or seventh try, the back end suddenly gives way.

“Yes!” Aksel cries out, trying to look, but there’s nothing but darkness down there. “It worked! Come on! We can get through!”

Looking out, he sees the woman still pinned in the corner. Her attention is completely on the doors. As Aksel turns his head to look in that direction, he gets why.

Viggo still hasn’t figured out how to untie the suit, but he’s managed to simply lean on it, which has loosened it up. He’s actually slipped through the doors, but is being hold back at waist level by the suit. Behind him, Goran has appeared and is shoving to get in on the action. His wrist is still bandaged, but he’s suffered a much worse wound to his neck.

Fuck, it’ll give way any second now, and they—

The suit doesn’t give way, not exactly, but Viggo halfway leans, halfway topples over, landing clumsily on the floor. As he begins getting to his feet, the woman begins screaming.

“Hey!“ Aksel shouts. “Over here! Hurry!”

It doesn’t look like she hears him, but she does move sideways in his direction, edging along the wall. Viggo has gotten to his feet and is staggering after her, closing the distance, while Goran squeezes through the doorway behind him, getting caught by the suit in the almost exact same fashion.

She won’t make it, Aksel thinks, even as he’s still shouting for the woman, hoping that some unconscious, instinctive part of her brain is still able to function and enables her to follow his voice. As she gets within reach, Aksel holds out a hand to help her inside, but she doesn’t take it. So, Aksel grabs her by the shoulders and pulls her in. She screams and fights him for a second. Her voice is awfully shrill inside the cabinet. Then, apparently, she realizes he’s trying to help her, and she begins pushing her way inside.

Aksel backs up as fast as he can, dropping out of the cabinet and landing on his feet on the other side. It’s complete darkness here, the only light comes through the cabinet. He can smell dust and wood and plaster.

The woman is almost through, when her expression changes and she screams out again. “Nooo! Let go! Let go of me!”

She begins writhing and kicking, but despite her efforts, she’s being dragged back through the cabinet. Aksel lunges forward and just manages to catch her wrist at the last second. She digs in her nails as though he was a life raft. Her eyes through the visor are huge and terrified, pleading with him.

Aksel pulls hard, surprised at how strong of a grip Viggo has on her.

For a moment, it’s a stalemate.

Only when Aksel places his foot on the wall and pulls with all his strength, does the woman come closer. His palms are sweaty and he can feel her begin to slip. Then, suddenly, Viggo loses his hold, and Aksel stumbles backwards as the woman comes toppling out.

Aksel can’t see her in the darkness, but he hears her land on the floor, giving off sounds of pain and exertion.

He can see Viggo, however, who’s already begun squeezing into the cabinet, clawing his way, trying to pull his lower body along.

Aksel slams the door and leans his shoulder against it. The woman scrambles to get to her feet, crying out in pain as Aksel apparently steps on her arm or leg. “Sorry,” he says. “Move aside, please. I need to make sure they can’t get through.”

He finds the handle and turns it, but it doesn’t feel right. Viggo is groaning and shuffling around inside. Aksel takes out his phone and activates the screen, allowing him to see the cabinet door. The frame is all busted from when he kicked it open. As he moves the handle, he can see the bolt finding nothing to grip.

Oh, fuck me …

Still leaning his shoulder on the door, he can feel Viggo begin to fumble against the inside.

“Listen to me,” Aksel says. “Hey, where’d you go?”

He’s been so preoccupied with the door to the cabinet, he hasn’t even noticed the woman has stopped screaming. He can’t even hear her breathing in the darkness.

As he pans the light around, he doesn’t see her anywhere. The room is very similar to the one they just left, except it’s clearly not been used for some time. Dust covers the floor and the steel tables along the wall. There’s a piece of rusty pipe on the floor and another piece hanging from the ceiling. A drop falls from it and lands in the pool of water that has formed on the tile floor.

This room was in use before the waterpipe burst and the plumbing turned out to need heavy maintenance. It was decided that until it was ready, they needed a temporary solution, which was why they simply started using the room on the other side. The cabinets were always meant to be opened from both sides, with the autopsy room on one side and the morgue on the other.

Dahl had explained all of this to Aksel in passing, and if Aksel hadn’t recalled it at the last moment, he would be dead meat by now—literally.

“Hello?” he calls again, his voice echoing between the bare walls. “Lady? It’s okay, we’re safe. Could you please come and give me a hand here?”

No answer. Aksel can’t see the woman anywhere. There’s no door to this room, only an opening leading around the corner. Apparently, the woman managed to find her way over there in the darkness, because Aksel notices wet shoeprints from the puddle to the corner.

“Goddamnit,” he growls. “You’re welcome for saving your ass …”

He bites down and pushes back hard as Viggo gives a thrust from the other side and almost manages to get the door open an inch.

Aksel has no idea where the woman could have gone to, because he doesn’t know this part of the basement. All he knows is that there’s a staircase somewhere, leading up. If the woman found it, she probably left without a second thought.

Meaning that Aksel is probably alone in the darkness. With a zombie on the other side of the cabinet door.
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Tom stares at the person slowly making their way out of the darkness.

It’s only when he’s fully emerged from the hole that Tom recognizes his partner. And even then it’s not easy. For one thing, Jungersen walks in an awkward manner, like a puppet on strings, his movements jerky and uncertain.

There’s also the fact that he’s in a bad way. His clothes are torn in several places, and there’s a gaping crater in his shoulder where the creature bit him.

“Shit, he made it out,” Tom breathes, prying his eyes from the window and going to the terrace door. He tears aside the blinds, fumbles with the handle, opens it and waves at Jungersen, who’s shuffled out onto the lawn, looking undecided in where to go. “Hey!” Tom calls out in a whisper-shout, not wanting the thing in the hill to hear him. “Hey, Jungersen! Up here!”

His partner seems to pick up his voice, turning towards the house like a satellite dish. It’s only then that Tom gets a clear view of his face, and he instantly regrets calling out for him.

Jungersen isn’t himself anymore. He isn’t even human. Tom isn’t superstitious. And yet at that moment, he’s certain that what is coming across the lawn is some kind of demon.

What did that thing do to him?

Jungersen is even more badly hurt than Tom initially could tell. He looks like he’s been through a meat grinder. Bite marks all over, his skin hangs in bloody shreds, and several of his bones appear to be broken. Add to that the grey, almost greenish hue which makes him look more like a corpse than anything.

But the worst thing is his eyes. Black, empty, shiny. Like a couple of eight balls. Nothing of Jungersen is left in them.

Tom has taken a step outside, but now he backs up. Jungersen apparently notices, because he picks up his pace, staggering on stiff legs, reaching out both arms and opening his mouth to groan at Tom.

Tom grabs the terrace door, slams it shut and twists the lock. He then takes another step backwards as Jungersen reaches the door.

Tom expects him to grab the handle, or maybe bang away at the glass. Jungersen doesn’t do any of those. He simply bumps into the terrace door, as though not even sensing it’s there. Then he proceeds to grope at the glass and push against it, snapping at Tom.

Good lord. He’s got no brain function left. Can’t even remember how to open a door …

As he stands there, staring at his former partner, his ears suddenly pick up a noise not coming from Jungersen, but from close behind. He just manages to spin around before a woman falls on him.

“No! Get away!”

He catches a glimpse of her black eyes, looking exactly like Jungersen’s, as she thrusts her face into his chest, biting down on his parka.

Tom staggers back, bumping up against the terrace door, trying to shove the woman away, but she’s grabbed onto him and goes at it like a predator who’s caught a prey. Her hands flail, her long nails scratching at the parka as she releases her bite and instead turns her face up, going for his neck. Tom grabs her head with both hands, stopping her at the last second, teeth snapping away half an inch from his skin. He pushes her head back, craning her neck into what must be a painful angle. She gives a snarl of annoyance, then turns her head to the side and bites down on his left thumb. Using her molars, the bite is powerful enough that Tom feels and hears the bone break.

He roars out in pain, then pulls back his right arm and slaps the woman on the side of the head. It should be enough to knock her out, but she merely stumbles and releases her grip on his thumb, then immediately lunges forward for another bite. Tom shoves her away hard, creating a few feet of distance. It’s the first instant he gets a clear look at her. She’s old and frail looking with grey hair and wrinkles. As she comes forward again right away, he’s able to take a proper swing, this time using a fist.

He connects with her jaw and sends a couple of teeth flying. The woman gives a groan and tilts sideways, landing hard on the carpet. She doesn’t stay down, though, but scrambles to get back up.

Tom clenches his bleeding thumb, biting down hard from the pain. It’s bleeding profusely. Damn, she got me good …

The woman has already made it to her feet, and her black eyes lock in on him again.

“You stay the hell back!” Tom demands, pulling out his gun. “Stop right there, or I’ll shoot!”

He doesn’t really expect her to listen, and she doesn’t.

For the first time in his many years of active service, Tom fires his gun. Twice. Then a third time. The sound wipes out his hearing, leaving a shrill ringing.

All three bullets find their target. All three go into the woman’s chest, leaving visible holes.

The force of the impact causes her to miss a step and wobble for a second. But then she simply moans and presses on.

Tom gapes at her, automatically backing up. I need to get away. There’s no stopping her.

His impulse is to go for the front door, but the woman is blocking his way. Instead, he retreats to the far end of the living room, where a door leads to the kitchen. From here, there’s only one door. It’s covered with scratch marks, as though someone’s been going at it with nails and teeth for a very long time.

Tom senses the woman coming for him, so he makes for the door. Just before he reaches it, it opens, and a face pops up, staring at him.
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Olivia strides across the entrance hall, her pace even faster than usual. She’s almost a foot taller than Frida, and Frida has to jog to keep up.

The hall is an impressive room, having been newly renovated just a few years back, before the budget cuts. It has a huge glass facade facing the street, dark vinyl floors and at least fifteen feet to the ceiling. It connects almost every department of the hospital, and it’s also where the main nurses’ station is.

Olivia turns down the hallway leading to the maternity ward. Frida sees Anand come out from a room. An Indian immigrant, he’s young for a chief physician, his sideburns only starting to turn gray, but his eyes are alert. He’s busy sanitizing his hands.

“Olivia,” he says, looking up. “You paged me?”

“Yes,” she says, stopping in front of him, then lowering her voice. “I think we might have a situation in the basement.”

Frida catches up, trying not to seem out of breath as she smiles up at Anand. She suddenly feels like a little kid standing in front of her parents.

“Frida,” Anand says, sending her a brief smile before looking back at Olivia, then placing his fists on his hips. “What kind of situation?”

“Something strange might have happened during the autopsy of that boy they brought in.” Olivia gazes towards Frida, as though wanting her to explain the details.

Anand frowns and looks from Olivia to Frida. “Well?”

Frida tells him what she told Olivia. Avoiding any words like “zombie” or “undead.”

“That … does sound very strange indeed,” the doctor concedes. “Why am I hearing this from the two of you? Did Dahl tell you to come find me?”

“We can’t reach Dahl,” Olivia says.

“Then how do you know what’s going on down there?”

“We got a call from someone who’s assisting with the autopsy,” Olivia says. “They sounded very concerned. They wanted us to initiate a full emergency lockdown.”

Anand’s eyebrows go from very low to very high on his forehead. “That’s … extreme. We’re talking about a code silver. The only thing that would warrant something like that is if there’s a gunman on the loose or there’s a significant risk to patients and staff.”

“I know,” Olivia says. “That’s why we didn’t call it, but came to you first.”

Anand nods slowly, running his tongue across his teeth. “And the person didn’t say anything about whether anyone was hurt down there?”

“Not that—”

“I heard fighting going on,” Frida says. “Screaming and shouting.”

Anand nods again, firmer this time. “Fine. Olivia, you call for an emergency briefing. Get everyone who can to come to the station out here. Don’t hit any alarms and don’t say what this is about. Under no circumstances do you mention biohazard, clear?”

“Clear.”

“Good. Wait for me. I’m going down to check, then I’m coming right—”

“No!” Frida blurts out, as Anand goes to leave. “No, it’s not safe to go down there.”

“I’ll wear the proper protection,” Anand assures her.

“Please,” she says, taking hold of his arm. “I really don’t think you should.”

Her grabbing him not only shocks herself. Anand and Olivia both look at her with surprise. At that moment, Frida doesn’t care.

Anand gently takes her hand away, looking at her earnestly. “I appreciate your concern. But I can’t call a lockdown on a rumor. We need to know exactly what this is—if anything—before we take any further steps.”

“But—”

“That’s the final word.” The doctor turns around, his coat flailing, as he paces towards the elevator.
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Aksel considers his choices.

If he moves away from the door, Viggo will get through. Meaning that Aksel will have to deal with him. And Ranfelt will probably follow. Perhaps also Dahl and the other doctor. And the two men from the elevator. That’s a lot of zombies to take down. One or two, he can probably manage. But six? That’s pushing it. Especially considering he has no weapons.

His eyes go to the pipe. It looks thick and sturdy. About the length of a baseball bat. He’s pretty certain he can bust open a skull with it.

The problem is, to get to it, he’ll have to abandon the door. Meaning that Viggo will get in.

The smarter option would be to find something to barricade the door with. Aksel looks at the broken handle and racks his brain. He either needs something to tie around it or to pin it with. A piece of cord. A screwdriver. He has none of those, and as far as he can see, there is nothing lying around the room.

He also has a third option. He can make a run for it. Simply abandon the cabinet door and go running into the darkness, hoping to find the stairs and get out of here.

There’s one big “if” in this plan, and it’s what’s holding him back.

What if the stairs are somehow blocked? Maybe they’re simply locked from the other side. It wouldn’t be that weird. Seeing as this part of the basement has been shut off, they could very likely have made sure no one wandered down here.

If that’s the case, and if he can’t break down whatever is between him and the stairs, then he might be forced to take on Viggo, Ranfelt, and possibly four more undeads. The thought isn’t very appealing. Especially if he’ll have to do it in the dark.

He points the light up to see a couple of old-fashioned fluorescent lights. Over by the exit is a switch. If he flips it, will it work? Or has the power been cut too?

I could just wait, he realizes then. Hopefully, when they figure out what’s going on upstairs, they’ll send someone down to take out the zombies.

Will they, though?

Judging from the way the doctors treated Viggo when he came staggering at them, Aksel doesn’t hold much hope that others will realize what’s really going on in time. This might just be the end of the world, and if it is, he can’t rely on anyone other than himself. Meaning that he’ll need to find a way out of here.

A cry somewhere in the basement.

Aksel listens carefully. It’s gone now. But it sounded like a woman. It’s hard to tell with Viggo groaning and pushing at the cabinet door, but Aksel is pretty sure the sound came from this side of the basement.

“Hello?” he calls out. “Hey, are you there? I could use some help over here!”

Nothing.

The cry had been one of … what? Pain? Despair?

Whatever the case, it means the woman is still down here. And that probably means she hasn’t been able to find another way out.

So we’re trapped. Fuck.

Aksel suddenly sees something on the floor. He already noticed it, he just didn’t register what it was. It’s right in front of him. A white piece of fabric. The size of a palm. It’s been torn off. He bends down, holding the cabinet door with one hand, to take a closer look.

It’s from one of the biohazard suits. And it has a few, fresh blood stains on it. On the tile floor around it, there are more stains.

Aksel sees the woman’s face when she was inside the cabinet and Viggo was pulling at her legs. He sees the fear, the panic … the pain.

“Oh, no,” he murmurs. “He scratched her …”

As though prompted by his words, there comes another cry. This time loud enough that Aksel can tell there’s definitely pain in the voice.

Suddenly, the dark room seems a lot smaller. The bumps and moans from the other side of the cabinet door feel a lot more intrusive. So does his own pulse, which is hammering away inside his skull.

How long will it take her to bleed to death? How long until she’ll be coming back for me?
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Tom points the gun at the face and almost fires again.

He manages to hold back from squeezing the trigger at the last second. The guy staring out at him from the doorway is saying something, but Tom can’t make out the words. His hearing is still gone. What makes him not shoot is the guy’s eyes. They’re normal. Human.

The guy repeats what he just said, then waves Tom closer with an earnest look.

Tom glances back over his shoulder, seeing the woman enter the kitchen and immediately head for him.

Tom hurries through the doorway, and the guy slams the door behind him.

Looking around, Tom finds himself in a room way too tiny for his comfort. It’s got no windows, no other doors, and shelves on every wall, filled with long-lasting food. There’s also a large, old chest freezer. The only source of light is a naked bulb hanging from the ceiling.

This is a goddamn pantry.

He turns to see the guy squeeze what looks like a dinner fork into the crack of the door. He then quickly takes a piece of wire that’s wrapped around the handle and secures the other end to the head of a screw sticking out from the wall.

Then the guy turns to face Tom, smiling tentatively. “Don’t worry, I know it looks like it won’t hold, but it will.”

This time, Tom can just make out the words, even though it sounds like they’re coming from the end of a long tunnel.

As though prompted by what the guy said, the woman begins going at the door from the other side. Just like Jungersen, it doesn’t sound like she’s banging or kicking it, simply pushing against it, as though wanting to walk right through. Also, she doesn’t even try the handle.

“We’re safe in here,” the guy assures him. “She’s been at it for days, still hasn’t made it through.”

He’s younger than Tom took him for at first glance. Not much more than twenty. A big teenager. He just looks older, probably due to his buzzcut, sunken cheeks and large, sober eyes. He’s very slender, bordering on skinny, and he’s wearing a dirty wifebeater, worn jeans and socks.

“I thought you’d shoot me there for a second,” the guy says, grinning as he nods towards the gun still in Tom’s hand. “Can’t blame you. I’ve been on edge, too, ever since this happened. It’s almost—” His expression changes as he notices something. “Oh, you’re bleeding.”

Tom looks down dreamily, realizing that his thumb is all but gushing out blood. It’s already formed a pool on the wooden floor.

“We need to get you bandaged up, man,” the guy says, taking a cloth from one of the shelves. He resolutely wraps it around Tom’s finger, tightening it firmly. Then he takes another piece of the wire similar to that holding the door. Wrapping it a few times, it holds the cloth in place.

“There,” he says, checking his handywork. “I think that’s good. It’ll stop the bleeding. Does it feel okay?”

“It feels … fine,” Tom says, clearing his throat. “Thank you.”

“Don’t mention it.” The guy smiles. “I gotta say, just having a living person here to talk to … that’s a real big relief.”

Now that Tom’s hearing is almost back to normal, he can tell the guy’s voice is kind of scratchy. Like it hasn’t been used for days.

“How long have you been in here?” he asks.

The guy shrugs. “I’m not sure. It’s kind of hard making out the daylight through the cracks in the door. To begin with, I listened every time I heard the clock from the living room, but I lost count. So I’m guessing eight, maybe nine days.”

Tom raises his eyebrows. Glancing around the shelves, he can tell some of the food has been eaten.

“Yeah, I was kind of lucky this was where I ended up,” the guy grins. “Had it been a walk-in closet, I’d be dead by now.”

“What’s that smell?” Tom wrinkles his nose. “Jesus, something smells like shit …”

“Well, I’m sorry,” the guy says awkwardly, gesturing towards a bucket in the corner. He’s placed a tray over it. “I tried to seal it, but …” He shrugs. “I couldn’t exactly ask her for a bathroom break, could I?”

Tom stares at him. “How did you …? What happened?”

The guy takes a deep breath. “Well, I was bringing over eggs. I always used to bring—I’m Kristoffer, by the way—I used to bring eggs to the Petersens once in a while. Helda would pay me for them, even though I insisted she didn’t have to. She was such a nice lady. How awful that she ended like that.” The guy’s expression turns sad as he gazes towards the door.

“So that’s the woman who used to live here?” Tom asks.

“Yeah. Real nice lady,” he says again, shaking his head. “I haven’t seen Halgrim around, but I assume he’s dead, too.”

“You assume right,” Tom says, wincing at his throbbing thumb.

“You should hold it up high,” the guy instructs him. “That’ll help stop the bleeding.”

Tom is starting to get annoyed with the guy. Which is crazy, seeing how he just saved Tom’s life by offering him shelter.

“How do we get out of here?” he asks briskly.

Kristoffer gestures towards the gun still in Tom’s hand. “You shoot her.”

“I tried that already. She’s … there’s something seriously wrong with her.”

The guy frowns. “Like, what?”

“Like I put three bullets in her, and it hardly slowed her down.”

“Did you aim for her head?”

Tom shrugs. “Look, I’m telling you, she can’t be killed.”

“But you didn’t shoot her in the head, did you?”

“No, I did not. I shot her in the chest. Blasted her goddamn heart out, and she just kept coming ...”

The incessant bumping and scraping from the door, mixed with the pain in his thumb, are getting on Tom’s nerves. He feels like smashing something. Which always happens whenever he’s scared.

Am I dying here?

The thought is so horrible, he doesn’t even want to consider it. Not yet. Not as long he can still move and act.

“You have to shoot them in the head,” Kristoffer says, as though it’s common knowledge. “It’s the brain that keeps them going.”

“Them?” Tom repeats, realizing that the guy likely doesn’t know about Jungersen. “Have you seen anyone else like her?”

“No, like I said, I’ve been trapped in here since it happened.”

“Since what happened? Stop playing around here, and tell me what you know! What the hell went down in this place? What kind of a fucking monster is lurking out there in that damn hole?”

The guy blinks, looking confused. He holds up his hands. “Look, calm down, man. I didn’t mean to bother you. I’m just … I thought … let me tell you what happened, okay?”

“Please,” Tom sneers.

“Okay, so I came over here with the eggs on Sunday morning. When I knocked, no one opened. I thought they were in the back garden, so I just went inside. It’s okay, I’ve done that tons of times. But when I came inside, I saw the living room had been kind of roughed up, so I got worried. I was about to call the police when Helda surprised me. She cut me off and I had no other choice than barricade myself in here.”

The guy stops talking.

Tom raises his eyebrows. “And?”

“And then, nothing. I’ve been in here for days, like I told you. I haven’t opened the door once. I couldn’t. She’s been right outside, guarding it. I just resolved myself to eating the food in here, making it last for as long as I could until someone hopefully would come by and help me out, or maybe she’d get tired and wander off. But that hasn’t happened. It wasn’t until your gun woke me up. When I unlocked the door and looked out, I saw you coming this way, and I saw Helda chasing you, so I let you inside. That’s it.”

“So you haven’t been to the back garden?”

“No.”

“You haven’t seen the hole?”

“What hole?”

“You keep saying ‘them.’ As though there are more of them. Who are you referring to?”

Kristoffer’s eyelids flutter again. “I just assumed … hasn’t the world ended?”

“Not that I know of, no. The economy is in the crapper, but that’s nothing new.”

“But … haven’t the zombies taken over?”

Tom scoffs. “Zombies? Kid, you’ve been in here for too long.”

The guy points to the door. “Isn’t everyone out there fighting for their lives?

“If you mean making a living and avoiding getting cancer, then yeah. But there’s no apocalypse.”

Kristoffer gapes at him. “Holy shit … so Helda is … this is the only place where … Jesus … I was sure that … that this meant the dead were waking up.”

That last sentence sends an involuntary shiver down Tom’s back. “I don’t know about zombies, but something crazy is going on here, for sure. My partner …” He stops talking. “How do we get out of here? Except for blowing her head off, I mean.” Tom puts the gun in the holster, pushes some jars aside and uses his good hand to knock on the wall.

“It won’t work, trust me,” Kristoffer says, reading his mind. “I’ve checked every wall. They’re all covered in some kind of hard plaster. So is the ceiling. I guess it’s how they made sure pantries were always kept cool. This house is at least 150 years old, you know.”

“Goddamnit. Do you have a cellphone?”

“If I had, I would have used it. But no, there’s no signal up here anyway.”

“Thought so. Fuck.”

“Look, this is really great news,” the guy persists, smiling again. “If Helda is the only one, then this can be stopped before it turns into a disaster. We just need to kill her.”

“That’s homicide you’re talking about,” Tom grumbles. “Twenty years mandatory. Maybe ten if you convince them it was self-defense.”

“No, you don’t get it. She’s already dead. I mean, we just need to … put her down for good. It’s hard to explain, but she’s a zombie, see? Zombies are reanimated dead people. She has no pulse, no heartbeat, no breath, no nothing. It’s only her brain that’s still running on some primitive level. That’s why it didn’t work when you shot her in the chest. You could have run her entire body over with a steamroller; as long as the brain stays intact, she’ll keep going. She doesn’t feel any pain, either, and she doesn’t need sleep or food or anything. She’s only interested in eating human flesh.”

Tom can’t help but feel his gut tighten up as the kid speaks. “Listen, that’s a bunch of horse crap. What you just described might be perfectly true in one of those awful video games you kids are playing nowadays. And I don’t pretend to know what’s wrong with her, but she’s certainly not a zombie.”

The guy doesn’t answer, and Tom can tell how he willfully decides not to say anymore. Tom is thankful for it.

“Now, I’m bleeding, and I need medical attention,” he goes on. “So I’m going to open that door, and—”

“No, please don’t.”

“… and, if she attacks me again, I’m going to pacify her. Then I’ll go to the phone and call for backup.”

“You shouldn’t get into a fight with her,” the guy urges him. “If she scratches you or bites you, even the slightest—”

“She already did,” Tom cuts him off with a grim smile, showing him his thumb. “Whaddya think this is?”

The guy’s eyes go from big to huge. “Holy shit, was it … did she bite you? Fuck, I thought you just tripped or something. Why didn’t you say it right away?”

“Because it makes no difference. Now, like I said—”

“No difference?” the guy’s voice grows shrill. “Dude, you’re done for. You’re gonna die, and you’re gonna turn into what she is. It’s just a matter of time. Trust me, you—” He cuts himself off. He stares at Tom, and Tom can tell he’s suddenly petrified.

“That’s another load of shit,” Tom snarls at him. “I’m not dying. Okay?”

The guy nods mechanically. “Okay.”

“We’re getting out of here. You just need to follow my lead. Can you do that?”

Another quick nod. “Sure. But, please …”

“Yeah?” Tom turns around, giving him an impatient look.

“If you do need to shoot …” the guy says. “Then aim for her head.”

“Thank you, I’ll remember. Now, let’s get out of this stinking closet.”
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Frida follows Olivia back out into the entrance hall.

“Listen,” Olivia says, stopping while already busy with her pager. “I’ll call all the nurses, but I’ll need you to go and see if …”

Olivia’s instructions zone out as Frida stops paying attention. Instead, she looks at Anand striding towards the staff elevator. Next to it is a rack of hazmat suits, and Anand grabs one of them, slings it over his arm, then hits the button and the lights above the door turn green.

Frida feels her phone buzz. She takes it out. Olivia is still talking. Frida sees Aksel’s name on the screen.

“It’s him,” she says, showing the phone briefly to Olivia, then answers. “Axe? You okay?”

“I am,” he says. But he sounds like he’s moving or maybe struggling with something. “For now. But shit really hit the fan down here. Did you get them to lock down the place?”

“No,” Frida says, aware that Olivia is leaning in to listen along. Frida is staring at Anand, who’s waiting for the elevator. He checks his pager, then his phone.

“Why not?” Aksel demands. “Don’t tell me you … Wait, are you still in the building?”

“I am. Anand is coming down there,” Frida says. “He said he has to see for himself what’s going—”

“What?” Aksel cuts her off. “He can’t! Stop him, Frida! If he gets in that elevator …”

At that moment, the elevator pings and the doors open.

Frida hears Olivia gasp sharply. She sees Anand take a step forward, then freeze.

Inside the elevator are two men. Frida recognizes one of them because of the shoes. It’s Mikkel Ranfelt, the orderly. He’s lying on his hands and knees, eating away at the thigh of the other guy, who—judging from the coat—is a doctor. Or was. Because he’s obviously dead.

As Ranfelt hears the doors open, he whips his head around, and that’s when Frida realizes it’s all going to go horribly wrong. That she should have never told Olivia anything. That she should have simply punched in every fire alarm she could find. That she should have never let go of Anand’s arm.

And speaking of Anand, the Indian doctor seems to process the shock of the bloody scene and Ranfelt’s face a lot more readily than Frida. He steps back as Ranfelt gets to his feet, and he hits the button to close the elevator door.

It does close. But too late. Ranfelt just manages to slip through, grabbing for Anand. The doctor jumps aside, his sneakers giving off a screech as he makes a run for safety, his coat flapping.

Ranfelt follows him a few steps, then changes his direction. He staggers through the entrance hall, looking around, apparently trying to decide where to go. Groups of people are standing around. A few noticed the doctor running away and are looking concerned, but most are still unaware of the danger. None of them have yet noticed Ranfelt.

Seeing him there, in the middle of the entrance hall, is so surreal, Frida feels like she’s landed in the middle of a horror movie. The contrast between the shiny floor, the glass facade, the visitors in their clean clothes—and then Ranfelt, bloody, messy, his face mostly gone, his movements jerky, his teeth snapping eagerly at the sight of all this potential prey around him.

“Oh, my God,” Olivia breathes. Then, she begins screaming: “Look out! Look out! Get away from him!” Stepping closer, she waves her arms frantically, trying to warn the people closest to Ranfelt.

Unfortunately, it has the opposite effect. The group—a family of four, surrounding an old lady in a wheelchair being escorted by an orderly—stops and looks at Olivia with perplexed faces.

Olivia points with both hands at Ranfelt coming at them from behind. “Watch out! He’s coming!”

Finally, the mother of the family takes the hint and turns around, just as Ranfelt falls on her. She screams out, managing to push him clumsily aside. But she screams again, her hand going to her face as she turns and stumbles away. Frida sees two long, bloody stripes running down her cheek from Ranfelt’s nails.

Then Ranfelt instead goes for the father, who’s valiantly stepped around the wheelchair to deal with the threat. He catches Ranfelt in an awkward embrace from the side, pinning both his arms. He’s obviously trying to wrestle him to the ground, and it might have worked if Ranfelt hadn’t turned his head and bitten into the guy’s nose. He roars out in pain and releases his hold, going instead for a swing at Ranfelt’s head. He only halfway connects, but it’s enough for Ranfelt to stumble sideways. Frida sees the bloody stump pinned between his teeth just before he swallows the guy’s nose tip. The father’s hands go to his face as blood begins pouring down over his mouth.

The teenage daughter is screaming, drawing Ranfelt’s attention. If it hadn’t been for the orderly, she would have been next. But the guy abandons grandma’s wheelchair and instead grabs the girl from behind, lifting her out of harm’s way.

Ranfelt grunts with annoyance, then turns to the wheelchair and bends down over the old lady, who would have no doubt screamed if she hadn’t been wearing the oxygen mask. Ranfelt’s back is blocking most of the view, but Frida still sees her thin, flailing arms trying in vain to ward him off, and the large piece of skin from her scalp that Ranfelt pulls off with his teeth. He turns his face to the ceiling and gobbles down the bloody mess, gray hair and all. The gesture reminds Frida of an alligator swallowing, his jaw and throat jerking rhythmically to pull down the large piece of skin. As he bends over the old lady for a second bite, the chicken salad Frida had for lunch comes rushing back up, and she doubles over, spilling it onto the floor.

Between retches, she manages to look up. The hall has by now turned into utter chaos. It still seems like not everyone is clear about exactly what’s going on, but everyone seems to know that something dangerous is happening.

Some people are running out the glass doors. Others are dispersing through the different doorways. Others again are crowding around the wounded. While people are trying to get out of the hall, more are also coming in, especially staff and security guards, all of them with confusion painted on their faces. Someone must have set off the fire alarm, because it’s ringing.

That’s when Frida sees Anand come running back. Along with him are three security guards. Anand shouts something and points towards the doors. The men immediately begin sealing them off, shoving people out of the way to do so.

Frida notices all the elevator doors open at once and stay that way. A young guy runs inside one of them and frantically pushes every button, but the elevator stays open.

Then comes a recorded voice over the speakers: “A state of emergency has been issued. Please remain calm and follow these guidelines. All patients return to your rooms and stay there until further notice. All staff is to act in accordance with code silver procedures. Locate and apply necessary safety equipment. Avoid interpersonal contact where possible, except where lives may be at stake. Seek to stay …”

Frida sees Olivia come into view, her eyes big and terrified, but determined. “Come on. We have to get out of here.”

She takes Frida around the shoulders, and while Frida is still spitting bile, she lets Olivia lead her towards the less-crowded end of the hall. All the while, Olivia is muttering in her ear. It sounds like she’s talking just as much to herself.

“It’s okay, they’ll get it under control. It’ll all be okay; we just need to find somewhere to wait it out. They’ll get it under control.”

Frida realizes Olivia is headed for the stairs. As they pass the staff elevator, she sees to her surprise the doctor that Ranfelt was eating is now sitting up. He turns his head and looks right at her. His eyes are black like Ranfelt’s.

God, they really are dead …

As Olivia pulls her along, the last thing Frida sees is the doctor get to his feet and shuffle out from the elevator. His gait is uneven due to his left thigh being eaten to the bone. He doesn’t seem to care about it. He just shambles right over to the nearest, unsuspecting victim—a nurse kneeling by the man who lost his nose—and falls on her, biting her neck open.

Then it’s all cut from view as Olivia hauls her into the stairwell and slams the door.
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Aksel has been struggling against Viggo for five minutes—although it feels more like five hours—when he suddenly remembers the phone in his hand.

He’s been so focused on surviving, he completely forgot he can call someone. Not that anyone can really help him. He’s sure by now Frida and Jakob are long gone, along with the other patients that are being evacuated.

Checking the screen, he sees a missed call from Frida. He calls her back, using his left hand to hold the phone while leaning on the cupboard with his right.

She answers on the second ring. Her voice is mixture of relief and tension.

“Axe? You okay?”

“I am,” he says, grunting as Viggo gives a hard push. “For now. But shit really hit the fan down here. Did you get them to lock down the place?”

“No.” Frida sounds weirdly absent-minded. As though her mind is preoccupied with something else.

“Why not?” Aksel asks, feeling anger well up inside. “Don’t tell me you …” A terrifying thought hits him. “Wait, are you still in the building?”

“I am,” Frida says. “Anand is coming down there. He said he has to see for himself what’s going—”

“What?” Aksel blurts out, not believing what he’s hearing. “He can’t! Stop him, Frida! If he gets in that elevator, he’ll be fucked. They’re crawling all over the basement by now. Call for a lockdown, now!”

As Aksel stops talking, he can tell Frida is no longer listening.

Someone gasps. It could be her, but it sounds like someone else. Someone says something in the background. Then there’s a piercing scream. Aksel holds the phone away from his ear, as more agitated voices join in. It sounds like a brawl breaks out.

“Frida?” Aksel asks, his heart in his throat. “Are you okay? Frida? Get out of there, please!”

Then the call is ended.

Aksel stares at his phone for a moment, considering calling her up again. But she probably won’t answer. “Goddamnit. This is going south. I need to get out of here …”

He activates the flashlight again and scans the room once more. He still doesn’t see anything that’ll help him—except for the pipe. The woman hasn’t come back, and he hasn’t heard anything from her for a while now.

Could mean she’s already passed out. Or worse, dead. For all he knows, she could be lying just around the corner, about to wake up at any moment.

Okay, enough stalling. The situation will only get worse the longer I wait.

He mentally prepares himself for what he needs to do. He’ll very likely have to fight for his life. Which means beating Viggo to death with the pipe. Aksel’s been in a few fights in his life. Nothing too serious, though. One did end in a dislocated finger and a bloody nose. But this will be very different.

The biggest problem will be the light. If he makes for the switch and it turns out not working, he’ll only have his phone to rely on. And he can’t hold it if he needs to take a swing with the bat.

Here’s the game plan. Running comes first. I abandon the cupboard, grab the pipe and use my phone to navigate. I’ll have a maybe thirty-second head start. That should be enough if I get lucky and find a way out. If not, then plan B is to turn and fight.

Aksel steadies himself, content with the strategy. He counts internally to three, then waits for Viggo to give a push. As soon as he does, Aksel holds him back one last time, before he runs.

Leaving the cupboard feels like free-falling off a cliff. He swoops down and grabs the pipe. It’s heavier than it looked, which is good. He can definitely break a skull with it if it comes to that. He doesn’t waste time looking back, though, but heads straight around the corner. He does sacrifice two seconds to reach for the switch. It doesn’t produce any lights.

“Fuck.”

Aksel presses on. He wants to run but forces himself to walk briskly. He holds out the phone with the pipe resting on his shoulder, like a batter approaching base. Steering through the dark part of the hospital basement is like playing a level of Silent Hill. Except far more nerve-racking, since here his life is really at stake, and he can’t just start over if he’s killed. He flicks every switch he comes by, but none of them work.

He notices his soles give off tiny wet noises, and he looks down to see a fresh, bloody trail, which must be from the woman.

She went this way too. And looks like she stopped right around here …

Aksel pauses for a few seconds as he enters a new room. It’s one of the old theaters. It’s been stripped of equipment, save for the table and steel cabinets. All the drawers are open, and Aksel sees a bloody print on the edge of the table. There’s also a larger pool of blood on the floor, but no trail leads out from here.

Aksel holds his breath, scanning every inch of the room with his eyes. Either the woman is still in here somewhere, or she managed to stop the bleeding before she pressed on. Looks like the latter, because she’s nowhere to be seen, and there are no obvious hiding places, and—

A groan echoes through the rooms. Aksel spins around, but sees no one.

That was Viggo. He’s coming.

Aksel quickly crosses the room and pushes open the next door. It leads to where he hoped to end up: the hallway. From here, there are only two ways to go, since one end of the hallway has been sealed off with plywood. Breaking those down would take him forever, and it would only lead him into the part of the basement he just managed to escape.

The other end of the hallway ends in a heavy fire door with a picture of a guy walking on a staircase.

There’s also an opening right across the hallway, but that just leads to more empty rooms.

Aksel is certain the only way out of the basement is the fire door. He’s also certain it’s locked and all but impossible to break down. A rim of light comes through, and as he steps closer, he can hear shouting voices and running footsteps. It sounds like a lot of people are hurrying either up or down the stairs. He can hear fighting. Someone screams.

Fuck. Even if I got through, I’d step right out into mayhem.

Aksel checks the door. It’s locked, just like he expected. He turns back instead and walks quickly to the door leading deeper into the basement. Just as he opens it, there comes a noise from behind. He points the light in that direction and sees Viggo enter the hallway. He’s an even more terrifying sight in the light from the phone. His gaunt complexion, his twitchy movements, his beady black eyes. He gapes wide to show his teeth all stained with blood, pieces of skin and flesh still lodged between some of them.

Aksel hurries through the door, closing it behind him. There’s no lock. And what’s worse: There are no more doors or openings.

Shit!

Aksel leans against the door, readying himself for another reversed tug-of-war with Viggo. This time, though, he finds that he only needs to hold onto the handle, because Viggo can’t push the door open without pressing down the handle, and he can’t seem to figure that one out. Still, leaving the door would be a gamble; Viggo could lean on the handle accidentally and let himself in.

Aksel once again finds himself trapped, considering his options.

He scans the room. He can’t immediately tell what it used to be, because it’s stripped of any furniture and equipment. The only things still here are two thick pipes running along the wall and a soda can someone—probably one of the workers—left lying on the floor.

Okay, this is it. I’ll have to fight my way back out. Then I’ll have to break down that fire door somehow.

Even as he thinks it, he knows it’s a bad plan. For all he knows, Ranfelt and three or four others could have made it through the cabinet and are coming to join Viggo. It would be suicide going out there, even with the pipe.

That’s when he notices the grid in the ceiling. It’s one of those old-fashioned ones, the size of a pizza box. It’s made of plastic and looks fairly easy to tear down.

Aksel frowns, ignoring the groans from Viggo. Could I really do it? Could I John McClane my way out of here?

It could conceivably be done. At least in theory. There are only two possible obstacles that he can think of.

One: The air duct probably isn’t in use anymore, and it might not be connected to the new system. Meaning that it could be a dead end.

Two: The ceiling is more than ten feet high. Too high for Aksel to reach. And there’s nothing he can stand on.

Still, the air duct is his best bet. His last bet.

Aksel lets go of the door handle—once again feeling like he’s diving into the deep end of the pool without knowing how to swim—and steps over to the grid. He places his phone on the floor, then takes the pipe and thrusts it upwards. The plastic is even more brittle than he expected. The grid all but explodes, raining pieces and dust down on him.

Aksel sneezes and steps aside. Something got in his eye, and he rubs it with a groan. At that moment, his phone starts ringing. Aksel looks at the screen. It’s Frida.

Because he’s preoccupied, Aksel doesn’t notice the door open behind him.
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Kristoffer stares at the back of the guy. He’s just standing there in front of the pantry door, not moving.

“What are you waiting for?” Kristoffer asks, leaning sideways, trying to see his face.

The big guy jerks. “Huh? Oh, I just … I just need a minute … Just … let me think.”

“Sure,” Kristoffer says, frowning as the guy leans against the wall. “But I mean, you’re the one who wanted to—”

“It’s just that, my head is kind of spinning,” the guy mutters, wiping his forehead with his sleeve. His speech is suddenly slurry. “Am I sweating? I feel like I’m sweating.” He sways and staggers.

“Hey, I think you might want to sit down, man.”

“I’m gonna sit down,” the guy mumbles, then collapses into the shelves, pulling a bunch of stuff along with him as he falls to the floor. The sound of the smashing pots is loud in the tiny pantry. He lands on his side, head turned sideways, and he stays completely still, breathing hard.

Kristoffer stares at the guy. Looking at his face, it’s obvious he isn’t well. His eyes are puffy, his cheeks red, and he’s sweating buckets. His lips move as though he’s still talking.

Shit. Already? Well, he was bitten in the thumb, which is where the main artery is. The infection probably went straight to his heart.

Kristoffer isn’t really surprised. He knows what’s going down. He just didn’t expect it to happen so fast.

The guy is dying. He’ll be dead within minutes. Nothing can save him, so Kristoffer isn’t even going to try. After facing Helda, he holds no illusions. He’s spent all these days in the pantry getting used to the thought of people dying.

Kristoffer doesn’t have any family left, not since his grandma died, and he felt kind of lucky that he wouldn’t face any personal heartbreak caused by the zombies taking over. All he would have to do was worry about his own survival.

While he was being held captive in the pantry, the logical part of his brain would now and then try to squeeze in and convince him it was all nonsense, that this couldn’t be real.

And then he’d hear Helda groan and scratch at the door. Reminding him just how real this was.

So, Kristoffer is way beyond surprise, doubt or hesitation. He’s already up to speed, and he doesn’t waste any time.

I need to get out of here. Right now.

Kneeling down, he tries to take the gun from the guy. He’s still clutching it in his good hand, and he’s landed in an awkward position, pinning it under his chest. Kristoffer needs to roll him onto his back in order to get to the gun. As he does, the guy stirs and moans. His eyelids flutter as he tries to look up. “Dad?” he grunts. “What are you doing here?”

He sounds like a sleepwalker. Kristoffer feels bad for him. He doesn’t answer, and he tries not to look the guy in the face. He’s already turning ashy. Amazing he’s still conscious.

“It’s okay,” he whispers as the guy holds on to the gun. “I’ll take this. Let go of it.”

“No,” the guy mumbles, fighting back. “No, it’s mine. Stop that!” He suddenly roars out, spittle flying from his lips, and he lashes out at Kristoffer with his bad hand.

Kristoffer pulls back just in time. He feels the guy’s knuckles graze his chin. Had the punch connected, Kristoffer would have no doubt been knocked out. Instead, the guy hits the lower shelf, then cries out shrilly.

“Ouch! Goddamnit …”

The pain seems to call him back. He blinks and sits up, swaying, clutching his wounded hand, breathing through gritted teeth.

“It’s okay,” Kristoffer says, holding out both hands. “Just relax. You’re gonna be okay.”

“My hand,” the guy groans. “What happened to my hand? Fuck, it hurts so bad …”

“You just bumped it, that’s all.”

The guy stares at the bandage, then looks up at him, his eyes swimming. “You did this … you messed up my thumb …”

“No,” Kristoffer says, shaking his head firmly. “I tried to help you. I swear. I was just—”

“You tried to kill me,” the guy says, raising his voice. “And then you tried to take my gun …”

Even as he’s still speaking, Kristoffer realizes what the guy is going to do. It’s painted all over his face. Anger, confusion, fear. Kristoffer instinctively reaches out for the nearest jar.

“You little fucking rat,” the guy snarls, raising the gun to point it at Kristoffer’s chest.

Kristoffer flings the jar as hard as he can, just as the guy shoots.
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Jakob sees it all spiral out of control from the landing above the entrance hall.

After Frida left his room, he lay there for maybe twenty minutes, alternating between dozing off and feeling anxious. Finally, he got up and found his phone in his pants, which had been neatly placed on a stool. He called up Aksel, but his brother didn’t pick up.

Frida had told him she would be back in five minutes. At least twenty had passed by now. And there hadn’t been any kind of alarms going off. For all Jakob knew, shit could be hitting the fan all over the hospital. Viggo could have woken up and killed several people, including Aksel.

That was when Jakob decided he wasn’t going to wait around to find out.

So, he changed to his own clothes—which wasn’t easy with his bandaged hand. Especially getting it through the sleeve of his shirt proved difficult. The slightest pressure caused it to hurt.

As he peeked out into the hallway, he saw nothing out of the ordinary, only the regular buzz. He slipped out and walked towards the elevators. Luckily, he was wearing his hoodie, so he could hide his hand in the pocket.

Looking as inconspicuous as possible, he went to the elevator and pressed the button. When it opened, there was already someone in there. An orderly with a skinny guy in a wheelchair.

“Going down?” the orderly asked as Jakob stepped inside.

“Yeah,” he muttered, not pressing any buttons.

The elevator went to the third floor, and the orderly rolled out the wheelchair. Jakob had meant to go all the way down, but as he was about to hit the button, he heard someone scream out: “Look out! Look out! Get away from him!”

He got out and walked to the railing to look out over the entrance hall. And he realized just how lucky he had been. Had he touched that button, he’d likely be dead.

It looked like things were just starting. A young guy dressed as an orderly was attacking people. Within seconds, everything was blind chaos. Jakob saw at least five people get fatally wounded, his heart sinking with every one of them.

This is all my fault, he thought, feeling sick to his stomach. Why didn’t I listen to Viggo?

Then he noticed Frida running out of the hall escorted by another nurse.

And Jakob got moving himself. He went back to the elevator and rode back up to the seventh floor. Not really sure where to go, he decided to return to his room. Just as he stepped out of the elevator, an emergency message began ringing out from hidden speakers.

He jogged back to room 13, finding the door still ajar, and he locked it behind him.

Now he’s sitting on his bed, listening to the recording playing over and over, telling him to stay where he is, stay calm and await further instructions.

Then, unexpectedly, someone knocks on the door to his room, and a voice goes: “Hello? Jakob?”
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“Watch out!”

Olivia’s warning comes just at the right moment. Frida was so focused on running up the stairs, she didn’t see the bio-suit someone threw on the steps. She slips on it but manages to grab on to the staircase railing, avoiding a nasty fall.

“Thanks,” she mutters, kicking the suit aside.

They’ve scaled at least three floors in record time, and Frida’s calves are burning.

“Come on, we need to get going,” Olivia says, sounding out of breath as well.

They continue upwards. The emergency message is still going, repeating itself for the third time now. Down below, Frida can hear screams, shouting and others running up the stairs. It sounds like quite the stampede, and she’s grateful that Olivia acted fast, giving them a head start, or they might have been trampled.

“Where … are we going?” Frida asks, doing her best to keep up with the tall nurse.

“Wherever we can,” Olivia answers over her shoulder. “I’m pretty sure … the floors have been locked … to isolate any contagion … so we might have to—”

She stops abruptly as they reach the fourth-floor landing, and Olivia almost bumps into a woman who’s pulling at the door to the ward. Usually, the doors are always open, but Frida notices the light on the electronic lock at the top being red.

“Why can’t I get in?” the woman demands in a shrill voice, spinning to look at Olivia and Frida, as though they personally caused the problem. “All the floors are locked!”

The woman is dressed in modern jeans and what looks like an expensive shirt. She would have been pretty if it hadn’t been for the wild look in her eyes and the messy state of her hair. She’s in her forties, and Frida takes her to be a business woman. Probably here to visit someone.

“Come with us,” Olivia says, pointing upwards. “I can get us to safety.”

The woman needs no further invitation. She tags along as they continue to the next floor. Here, Olivia stops and yanks out her keycard. She beeps it on the panel next to the door, then types a code. The lock buzzes, and Olivia rips open the door. “Go on, get in.”

The woman shoves past Frida, and they all three enter the ward. Olivia lets the door close itself behind them, and there comes a click from the lock.

“Okay, listen,” Olivia says, looking from Frida to the woman. “The patient rooms are the safest place to be right now. We just need to find one that’s empty. This floor has electronic locks on all doors, so we can—”

“Are you telling me we’re going to hide in a patient’s room?” the woman asks. “I thought we were getting out of here!”

“We can’t,” Olivia says, frowning. “Haven’t you been listening? They’ve sealed all exits. We can’t—”

“We can jump out a window,” the woman insists. “We just need to go back downstairs.”

She turns and is about to leave when Olivia grabs her. “Listen! We can’t do that. For one thing, the first floor is no longer safe. And secondly, we’re not allowed to leave. Don’t you get what’s going on here? There’s some unknown disease spreading, and if we leave, we risk letting it out into the public.”

The woman’s face turns blank. Tiny muscles in her cheeks are twitching, and Frida can tell she’s fighting herself. “I’m not infected,” she says, barely moving her lips. “I’m not a threat to anyone. I can leave if I want to. It’s my right.”

Olivia shakes her head. “I’m sorry, but your rights have been suspended.”

The woman squints. “You don’t tell me what to do. Get your hands off of me.”

Olivia lets go without further argument. “Fine. You know what? You go back down there. Find a window to jump out of. Let’s see how far you make it. Even if you do manage to get out, they’ll just shoot you.”

The woman’s face changes again, this time to one of confusion. “Shoot me? Who’ll shoot me?”

“The authorities, for Christ’s sake! I’ll bet you they’re surrounding the hospital as we speak. Now, are you coming with us or not?”

The woman doesn’t have time to answer before someone starts pounding away at the door they just came through. “Hey! Somebody, open up! Let me in!” It’s a man’s voice, shrill and terrified. “They’re coming! Let me in, goddamnit!”

Olivia doesn’t take her eyes off of the woman. “Still want to go back down there?”

“I … I …”

“Help! Open the fucking door!” The man hammers away desperately. Then he abandons it abruptly and apparently continues running upstairs.

The woman looks at Olivia, swallowing. “I’m staying with you.”

“Good. Let’s find a room.”

“Thirteen,” Frida hears herself say.

Olivia looks at her. “Is 13 empty?”

“No, but I know the patient.”

Olivia nods once, then they head down the empty hallway. Every door is closed, no one is curious enough to take a peek and see what’s going on.

They stop by 13 and Olivia knocks, then looks at Frida.

“Hello? Jakob?” Frida says, stepping closer. “It’s me, Frida. I’m here with two others. Could you open the door, please?”

A few seconds pass. Then Jakob asks from the other side: “Is Aksel with you?”

“No. I spoke with him just a minute ago. He’s still in the basement.”

Jakob opens the door slowly, peering out at them. “Are any of you hurt?”

“We’re not infected, if that’s what you mean,” Olivia says. “None of us have been near the infected. We got out of there in time.”

Frida notices the woman nod with emphasis.

“All right,” Jakob says, opening the door all the way.

They enter, and Olivia uses her key card to lock the door. “There,” she says, letting out a sigh of relief. “Now no one else can get in.”

“Great,” the woman says, taking off her shirt, revealing a white tank top and tanned arms. She’s got a fit body for her age. Frida imagines she’s someone who does a lot of workouts and posts pictures of them on Instagram. “Now we’ll get to stay in here until we all starve to death.”

“It might not be that long,” Olivia says. “I’m sure they’ll begin evacuating the building as soon as they can.”

“What did Aksel say?” Jakob asks Frida. “I tried calling him just now, but he didn’t pick up.”

Frida finds herself still staring at the woman. Something about her makes Frida feel disquiet. She can’t place what it is, though. “Uhm, he said—”

“Anyone else need to use the bathroom?” the woman asks, pointing. “I have to take care of something, so it might take a while.”

“Take care of what?” Olivia asks. “If you don’t mind telling?”

The woman darts her an icy look. “I do mind, thank you.”

“Is it your ankle?”

The woman’s eyes turn even colder. “Why don’t you mind your own business?”

Frida didn’t notice until now, but the woman seems to have wrapped a cloth around the lower part of her leg, then pulled her pant leg over it.

“What happened?” Jakob asks, his voice tense.

The woman scowls at him. All three of them look back at her, and she obviously senses she has no choice but to answer.

She scoffs. “Calm down, okay? I twisted it, since you must know. I tripped going up the stairs, and I must have scraped it, because it drew blood. I’m going to go change the bandage now. That is, if I have your permission?” She flings out her arms and looks at them in turn.

“You said you haven’t been near anyone infected,” Jakob says, addressing Frida. “Have you been with her the whole time?”

“Hey, I’m standing right here,” the woman snarls. “If you want to know anything about me, I’d appreciate if you’d ask me directly.”

“Have you?” Jakob repeats, ignoring the woman. “Been with her the whole time?”

Frida blinks. The weird feeling she’s getting from the woman grows stronger. But she still can’t place it. “No,” she says, shaking her head. “We haven’t …”

“We met her on the fifth floor,” Olivia says, talking in a voice that’s obviously meant to calm the waters. “We were the first ones to leave the entrance hall. She couldn’t have gotten there before us, especially not if she’d been attacked by … one of them.”

“Thank you,” the woman says sarcastically. “Now, can I go? Before I get blood on my shoes? They were pretty expensive.”

“Was the entrance hall the only place where the infected had reached?” Jakob persists. “She couldn’t have met one somewhere else?”

“Jesus,” the woman breathes.

“No, we saw it happen,” Olivia assures him. “There’s only one way up from the basement, and that’s the elevator.”

The woman shakes her head with obvious indignation, then goes to bathroom and locks the door.

“I’m sorry,” Jakob says, his shoulders sinking a few inches. Now that the woman isn’t here anymore, some of the tension leaves the air. “It’s just … after what happened … I already messed up bad once.”

Frida sees his lower lip begin bopping before he turns away.

“Hey, it’s okay,” she says. She goes to him and places an arm around his shoulders. “There was no way you could have known what was gonna happen.”

“Yeah, there was,” Jakob says, his voice trembling. “My friend … he called it … even before we picked up the guy … but I was hell-bent on bringing him back. I wanted Axe to … aw, shit … and now he’s probably gonna die because of me …”

“Hey, hey, there’s no reason to think that,” Frida says, squeezing his arm. “Aksel is strong. And clever. When I spoke with him, I could tell he was … dealing with it. He knows what to do, trust me. Besides, I don’t need to tell you. You know him better than I do. Right?”

Jakob sniffs, then shrugs. “I guess so.”

“Do you think a couple of zombies is enough to get the better of him?”

Jakob takes a breath, steadying himself. “No, I don’t.”

“Me neither. You’ll see, he’ll be fine. Sit down and try to relax. You’ve been through a lot. You need to rest until help gets here.”

Right on cue, just as Jakob sits down on the bed, there comes a scream from somewhere in the building—possibly the stairwell. It’s one of pain and surprise.

Olivia goes to the window and looks down at the street. “They’re here,” she says, relief in her voice. “I count four police cars just from what I can see.”

“Thank God,” Frida says. “They’ll get it under control.”

“Could you try and call Axe again?” Jakob asks.

“Sure. You know what? You can call him.” She hands him her phone as she sees Olivia gesture with her head for Frida to join her.

Frida squeezes Jakob’s arm one more time, giving him a reassuring smile, then goes to Olivia.

“Nice job calming him down,” Olivia says in a low voice.

“Thanks,” Frida smiles.

Olivia raises one eyebrow. “Now, please explain something to me …”

“Yes?”

“What the hell exactly is a zombie?”
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Aksel is just about to answer the call when he catches a sound from behind.

Spinning around, he sees Viggo coming for him.

He cries out and jumps aside at the last second. Viggo stumbles forward, grabbing for him, his fingers missing Aksel’s arm by mere inches.

Aksel moves towards the now open door, then thinks better of it as Goran comes through it.

“Fuck!”

He instead dives for the pipe, which he stupidly dropped when something got in his eye. Despite still only being able to see through one eye, Aksel manages to grab the pipe and move back just as Viggo grabs for him again. This time, he manages to catch Aksel’s sleeve by his shoulder, and he has to pull back hard to get free.

Viggo and Goran now both close in on him, cornering Aksel, the light from the phone on the floor behind them turning them into shadowy silhouettes as they both reach for him.

Aksel can’t pull back the pipe to take a proper baseball swing, since he’s pinned against the wall. Instead, he raises it straight up into a vertical position and hammers it down with all his strength. He aims for Viggo, since he’s one step closer than Goran.

The pipe connects with a sickening thud, collapsing Viggo to the floor. The impact is so forceful, it causes Aksel’s hands to shoot fireworks and he almost drops his weapon again. As Viggo goes down, Aksel notices a visible dent on top of his head. He doesn’t have time to admire his handywork any further, however, because Goran lunges forward.

Aksel manages to raise the pipe just enough to thrust the end of it into Goran’s solar plexus. It keeps him back, but it also seems to invigorate him. He pushes forward, clawing at the pipe, almost reaching Aksel’s hands, biting at the air.

Aksel holds on to the pipe as though it was a life raft in a storm. At first, Goran has him on his heels, but pushing against the wall, Aksel is able to gain the upper hand and force his opponent back. If he can just create a little distance, he’ll be able to—

Out the corner of his eye, he senses Viggo stir as he crawls forward and goes for Aksel’s leg.

“You stay the fuck down!” Aksel roars out, soccer-kicking him under the chin, sending him rolling. It’s not enough to kill him, though, and he just keeps coming.

Aksel bites down hard and pushes Goran back, forcing him across the room, stopping only when he has him against the opposite wall. Then he pulls the pipe sideways, completing a full swing and knocking down Goran with a perfect hit to his cheekbone.

Swirling around, he’s ambushed by Viggo, who’s managed to get back up to his feet. Once again, the enclosed space makes Aksel unable to take a proper swing, so instead he thrusts the pipe upwards in a short uppercut. Hearing Viggo’s teeth clack together, he sees him stagger backwards, which buys Aksel just enough time and distance to finally take aim and clock him in the temple. This time, Viggo doesn’t get up again.

Rounding on Goran, he sees him still lying there, struggling to get to his hands and knees. But the blow to the side of the head obviously rattled the internal connections, because his limbs aren’t really cooperating. He looks like a malfunctioning robot, and he groans pitifully.

Aksel feels a sick elation as he raises the pipe one more time. He gives off a scream of triumph as it connects with the base of Goran’s skull, sending him down for good. He jerks a few more times, then stays still.

Aksel turns around a couple of times, making sure no one’s getting back up. The adrenaline is still roaring through him. He’s trembling and sweating all over. His lungs are heaving from the exertion and his heart pounds like it’s trying to break through his ribcage.

“Holy hell … I just took out two zombies,” he says, breaking into a shrill laughter. “It’s a lot harder than they make it look in the movies …”

He wipes his brow with the back of his shaking hand. Then he goes and picks up his phone. Luckily, none of them stepped on it. It’s no longer ringing.

That’s when he hears shuffling footsteps from the hallway.

Aksel whirls around, pointing the light at the open door. Someone is obviously coming this way.

“Oh, come on …” Aksel whispers, readying himself for another fight for his life.
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Annemarie peels off the bandage. She does so very carefully. Inch by inch. Wincing at the pain.

Even before seeing the wound, she can tell it’s bad. The smell coming from her ankle reminds her of that one time she accidentally left a grocery bag in the trunk of her car. It was in the summer, and for an entire week, the car sat in the sun. When she came out one morning to drive to work, the pound of chicken in the bag had gone rancid. Her car stank for weeks after that.

Now, looking at the gash in her skin, she can’t help but recall how the meat looked when she brought the bag to the dumpster. Blackened. Greasy. Rotten.

It can’t be gangrene, she tells herself. There’s just no way. It’s only been, what, twenty minutes?

And yet it does look an awful lot like gangrene. If she hadn’t known better, she would be inclined to think the tissue around the wound was already dead. There’s even a greenish tint to it, and it’s spread almost from her toes to her knee. The color is unmistakably the same as the one in John Doe and the boy who attacked them in the basement.

What the hell is this?

As an expert in infectious diseases, Annemarie, if anyone, should be able to answer that question. But nothing she’s ever seen, read about or heard of fits with what she’s currently looking at.

A lyssavirus, such as rabies, would present with a lot of other symptoms, and it wouldn’t come on so quickly.

Necrotizing fasciitis could potentially move this fast, but the green color is all wrong.

A few rare types of bacteria can produce pus containing a green pigment, but again, the time frame is way too narrow for that.

Nothing fits. Maybe a combination then? Two or three different infections acting together? Not likely. Bacteria and viruses almost always prefer to operate alone.

The only thing her mind can settle on is something completely new and unseen. Which, of course, was the reason she was called here in the first place. She didn’t believe it at first, when Dahl called her. She’d worked with him a couple of times before, and she found him to be a particularly bothersome man and mediocre doctor.

It wasn’t until they started the autopsy and she actually got to see the tissue and the test results with her own eyes that she started to believe something very close to a new medical discovery could be in front of them.

The thought that it would probably be named after Dahl was, of course, annoying.

She hoists her leg up into the sink and opens the hot tap. She washes the wound as gently and thoroughly as she can with warm water and the hand-sanitizer. It stings like all hell, and it’s all she can do to bite back several curse words.

Once she’s done, the wound looks a little less gory. It still throbs, and the pain has caused beads of sweat to form on her upper lip and forehead. She uses a paper towel to wipe it off. She’s surprised to find there’s a lot of sweat. Her hair is clinging to her temples, and her armpits are all wet, too.

Looking at herself in the mirror, she sees her cheeks are red, her eyes swimmy.

Well, we can add fever to the symptoms, she thinks, noticing how her thoughts are going foggy. My system is fighting back at whatever this is.

She turns on the cold tap, cups her hands and drinks several large gulps. It feels wonderful in her throat. She splashes some on her face and neck.

Then she slumps down on the toilet, wanting to rest for a minute, while she tries to gather her thoughts.

Without knowing it, Annemarie passes out.
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Jakob calls up Aksel again. He’s sitting on the windowsill, looking down at the growing spectacle below. Police cars, ambulances, fire trucks and people running around, some of them in hazmat suits.

Frida comes to join him, smiling. “Any luck?”

“No,” Jakob says, ending the call. “It keeps going to his voicemail.”

“He could have lost his phone.”

“Or he could be dead.”

“Hey, don’t go there. Okay?”

Jakob nods. His heart tells him Aksel can’t be dead. That his brother is still fighting. But the knot in his stomach begs to differ.

The other nurse—Olivia—goes to the door to the bathroom and knocks. “You okay in there?”

“Yes, I’m fine,” comes the woman’s voice. Her tone is annoyed, bordering on hostile.

“Let us know if you need anything,” Olivia says. “We’re nurses, you know.”

The woman scoffs. “I know how to change a bandage, thank you very much. It’s just … taking a little longer.”

Olivia sends them a look, then shrugs and goes back to the chair by the wall.

“This is really crazy,” Frida says, leaning closer to the window. “I still can’t believe it’s really happening. It’s like we’re in a disaster movie, you know?”

“Yeah,” Jakob concedes. “I never believed in any of this stuff. Monsters. Vampires, werewolves, zombies. I thought all of it was silly. But my friend …” He can’t bring himself to say Viggo’s name. “The one who … you know.”

Frida nods.

Jakob clears his throat and goes on. “He was into all of that. Roleplaying, dressing up as orcs and shit. He was in this club, and they would run around in the forest. I thought it was so fucking stupid.” Jakob smiles. “He never said it outright, but I’m sure he really believed it was real. You know? That somewhere on the planet, monsters were hiding. And that we would one day find out.” Jakob shrugs. “Turns out he was right, I guess. And what’s more, they were right here, in our backyard.”

“I really don’t think we should draw any conclusions like that just yet,” Olivia interjects.

Jakob is surprised that she was listening. “Conclusions like what?”

“That this is … zombies. Monsters, as you call them. I think it’s a lot more likely it’s some kind of strange disease.”

Jakob just looks at her. “Did you see them up close?”

“Yeah, and I agree, it looks scary. But so does advanced stages of cancer. Or rabies.”

Jakob shakes his head indifferently. “Call it a disease if that makes it easier for you. It’s fucking dead people coming back to life. To me, that’s monsters.” He mutters that last part under his breath as he turns his head to look back down at the street. Seems like they’re evacuating people now. One at a time. Carefully. Each one being escorted by several medics in full gear. There are also dozens of police officers in riot gear taking up formation around the entrance doors.

“What happened out there?” Frida asks. “In the forest?”

Jakob doesn’t want to remember, but unfortunately, his memory has come back, and in vivid detail, too. Without really thinking, he begins talking. “We found him in this old cabin. He’d hung himself. He’d been dead for a long time. All stiff and frozen. There was this note he’d left. He said to burn his body. He must have known what was happening to him. I think that’s why he killed himself. Guess he was hoping to not come back. But he did. Once he was dead, the … infection or whatever, it must have revived him. We could tell he’d been clawing away at the rafter after he woke back up. But he couldn’t figure out how to get down. Then came winter, and he froze. Until we came along and brought him inside a warm truck. We thawed him.” Jakob takes a deep, trembling breath. “We had no idea what was happening until it was too late.”

He notices the nurses exchange a look.

“So … could there be more?” Frida asks. “I mean, there must be, right? Someone must have infected the guy you found.”

Jakob nods slowly. “I thought about that. There’s a couple of explanations I can think of. Either he was the first. Or else he managed to kill whoever infected him. Or …” He looks at Frida, then Olivia. “Or someone else is still out there. They could be caught in a similar place that he was. Perhaps tied down or locked in somewhere. Waiting for someone to stumble upon them and get bitten …”
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The jar, which was intended for the guy’s head, explodes midair.

The shot, which was intended for Kristoffer’s chest, shatters the jar and sends glass and blackberry jam everywhere.

Kristoffer staggers sideways, closing his eyes just in time to not get any of it in his eyes.

The guy isn’t so lucky. He groans as his face gets plastered with the sweet, dark-red stuff. At least Kristoffer assumes he’s groaning. He can’t really hear anything. The shot has turned the sounds of the world into a distant humming.

As the guy is still sitting there, struggling to get to see again, Kristoffer dives in for the gun. He tries to rip it from his hand, but the guy holds on firmly, even without being able to see. Apparently, he acts out of reflex, as he makes some studied move, grabbing Kristoffer’s index finger and forcing it back.

Kristoffer cries out in pain and has no choice but to let go.

“You piece of shit,” the man groans, holding on to Kristoffer’s finger. He’s able to do so without using his own injured thumb. “Thought you could outsmart me, huh? Well, I’ll show you …”

He points the gun at the place he assumes Kristoffer’s chest to be. He assumes right. Kristoffer has no choice. He uses his free hand to hammer down hard on the guy’s bandaged thumb.

The guy forgets all about shooting the gun. He opens his mouth wide and gives a high-pitched screech of inarticulate pain. He drops the gun to the floor and clutches his wounded hand.

Kristoffer goes again for the gun, grabs it and picks it up. As he turns back around, he sees the guy coming for him, still mostly blinded by the jam, but now able to stare out at him with one crazed, feverish eye.

“I’m going to rip you limb from limb,” he snarls.

Then Kristoffer fires the gun.
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Listening to the footsteps approaching, Aksel realizes there’s more than one set of feet. He can hear at least two of them.

His gut sinks.

I can’t take on two more.

Even though he can feel the adrenaline firing back up, he also feels exhausted and almost light-headed from the first round of fighting. Then, out of nowhere, his mind comes up with an idea. He looks down at the two corpses, then up at the opening in the ceiling.

Shit, it might just work. If I hurry.

He goes for the door, slamming it right in front of a figure coming into view. Judging from the large frame, it’s Dahl. Aksel can’t make out his boss’s features, which he’s grateful for. He’s also grateful that he won’t be taking on the huge mortician in a fight only armed with the pipe. It wouldn’t have ended well. Especially not since someone else is right behind Dahl.

Aksel tries to pin the pipe under the handle, but it’s too long, and it keeps sliding. So, he abandons it, relying instead on Dahl to not be clever enough to actually open the door. And judging from how he’s already begun scratching at and bumping into the door instead of moving the handle, Aksel might just get lucky.

Placing the phone back on the floor with the flashlight pointing up, he grabs Viggo’s legs and pulls him a few feet to the side. Looking up, he places the body right under the air duct. Then he grabs Goran’s ankles, all the while keeping an eye on the door. The handle still hasn’t moved. Dahl is groaning from the other side. Whoever else is out there has joined the mortician in fumbling at the door.

Just as Aksel begins dragging Goran across the floor, the guy sits bolt upright, leaning in with a hiss, going for Aksel’s throat.

It happens so quickly and unexpectedly, Aksel reacts out of pure reflex. He punches Goran in the head. It knocks him back down, but he’s still moving. Aksel, grabbed by a sudden rage, jumps to his feet and begins stomping on Goran’s head.

“Why … won’t you … stay dead?!”

Hearing something give way with an awful crunch, Aksel forces himself to stop. Panting, he looks at his knuckles. In the dim lighting, he can tell his hand is bloody, but it’s not possible to discern whether it’s his own or just some from Goran’s face.

Fuck. Did I just sign my own death warrant?

The handle jumps, giving him something else to worry about. The door doesn’t open, but it was close.

Aksel grabs Goran once more and drags him over on top of Viggo, placing the two bodies in an X. Then he steps up and reaches his hand towards the ceiling. Just as he grabs hold of the edge of the opening, the handle jumps again.

This time, the door swings open.
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There’s a knock on the door, and it brings Annemarie back with a jolt.

“You okay in there?”

“Yes, I’m fine,” she snaps, straightening up and clearing her throat. It all comes back to her in a few seconds. So does the pain in her ankle. It’s intense.

Darn it, how long was I gone for?

“Let us know if you need anything. We’re nurses, you know.”

The voice is caring, which only makes Annemarie all the more angry.

“I know how to change a bandage, thank you very much. It’s just … taking a little longer.”

The nurse takes the hint and doesn’t say anything else.

Annemarie strangles a groan as a singeing pain rolls up her leg. I need antibiotics. I need to go find some.

It might be too late, though. Once the tissue starts dying, the blood flow in that area ceases, meaning that the antibiotic can’t reach it and kill the infection.

I’ll need surgery. As soon as they get this mess under control, they’ll have to cut away the gangrene. Might even amputate my leg.

The thought makes her skin all cold and itchy. Imagining life with a prosthetic leg is surreal. Annemarie has always been into fitness and takes great pride in her body. Losing a limb would be detrimental to her self-image.

She still can’t believe this is really happening. In fact, her mind is blocking out most of it. Annemarie has never been in a situation like this before. She’s never had to run or fight for her life. When she faced those … “monsters” is the word her mind comes up with, even though the rational part of her insists on thinking of them as “patients” … in the basement, she froze up. She wanted to move, but she couldn’t. Her body simply didn’t comply.

She’s embarrassed to think how that teenager had to basically drag her along. He saved her life. And she left him down there.

Running around in complete darkness, Annemarie had been in a blind panic. She hadn’t been able to think of anything other than getting out, getting away from the awful things hunting her.

After fumbling her way for what felt like hours, she suddenly saw the light. A thin frame around a door. She went to it and started banging and shouting for help.

Someone—a guy, rather good looking—unlocked it and let her out.

Annemarie all but fell into his arms, squinting at the fierce light in the stairwell.

“Hey, you okay?” the guy had asked, looking her up and down. “What happened to you?”

Annemarie was aware she must look a ghastly mess in the bio-suit, her hair all messy, her eyes wide and scared. She couldn’t have answered the guy if she wanted to. She just wrenched herself free and staggered up the stairs. On the first-floor landing, she came across a steel table on wheels. She grabbed a roll of bandage and the pump with hand-disinfectant. Already her ankle was hurting so badly she could hardly walk right.

Slumping down against the wall behind the table, she tore off the bio-suit and began cleaning and bandaging the wound. A few people passed by without noticing her sitting there. She had just finished up and gotten to her feet when she heard someone scream from the entrance hall.

Annemarie knew right away what that scream meant. The infected had made it up from the basement.

She turned and ran up the stairs as quickly as her bad leg allowed her to. She wasn’t really sure where she was going. When she reached the fourth floor, she could barely run, and she instead grabbed the door to the ward, only to find it locked.

That’s when the two nurses came running.

I should have told them, Annemarie thinks, rubbing her sweaty neck. I might have infected them too. If this thing is airborne …

A jolt of pain shoots up through her leg, causing her to cry out. It wakes her from what she realizes was close to sleep.

I can’t doze off again. I might never wake up. I need to get going. Find a surgeon.

Annemarie gets to her feet. At least, that’s what she intends to do. Instead, however, the world unexpectedly turns upside down and she finds herself face-to-face with the tile floor.

This is bad. I can’t even walk.

Something about the thought is comical, and it makes her caw with laughter. The sound is so horrid, it immediately turns her giddiness into dread.

I’m about to pass out. If that happens, I’ll definitely lose my leg.

She fights to get to her hands and knees, then crawls to the door. Reaching up a hand, it trembles in front of her eyes. And it seems to have taken on a green hue. Which, of course, isn’t possible. The infection started in her ankle and there’s no way it could have reached the upper extremities within such a short time.

She manages to grab the lock and turn it. Then, as she tries to open the door, her sweaty palm slips on the handle, and her whole body collapses to the floor. She reflexively tries to shield her head, but her forehead still meets the tiles with enough force to knock her out.
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Jakob strides back and forth in front of the windows. He can’t help it. It’s something he always does when he’s anxious, like before going into an exam. For some reason, walking makes him less tense.

He’s stopped calling Aksel. It’s no use. Either Aksel can’t get to his phone, or he’s …

Jakob shakes his head. He doesn’t want to even think it.

Frida stands by the window with her arms crossed over her chest, and Olivia sits on the chair, hands folded between her knees, bopping her legs up and down, staring at the floor.

Outside the windows, the sun has almost set. The lights of the town are on. Not a lot of traffic. Jakob assumes that by now, most people are fixed in front of their screens at home, following the live-coverage from the hospital. When looking out the window, he can see vans with the names of local news stations on them. They’re parked farther away than all the rescue vehicles, and the cameras aren’t allowed to enter the perimeter that’s been put in place.

The only consolation in all this is that Jakob is fairly certain none of the infected have been allowed to leave the building. As far as he can tell, they’re covering all exits.

The screams and shouts and sounds of fighting are still audible as background noises now and then. At one point, someone runs past the room. So far, Jakob hasn’t heard any gunshots.

They’re treating them like sick people when they should be killing them.

There comes another announcement over the speakers, this time not a prerecorded one. It’s a deep male voice speaking. “This message is to everyone inside the hospital. If you are safe somewhere where the infected can’t reach you, stay there. Keep doors locked and windows closed. Help is on its way. I repeat: You will be rescued. Just stay put and don’t take any risks or try to get out yourself. We will not allow anyone to exit the building unless escorted by safety personnel.”

Jakob looks at Frida, and she sends him back a significant look, but doesn’t say anything.

“As I’m sure you’re aware,” the man goes on, “we’re dealing with a medical situation. There’s a still unidentified disease spreading within the hospital. It’s both highly contagious and very serious. It spreads through blood, saliva and likely other bodily fluids. So far, we have no reason to believe it’s transferred via air or close contact. In layman’s terms, you have to be scratched, bitten or in any other way sustained a skin puncture to be infected.”

A brief pause, then he goes on.

“Here’s what we know about the disease. It has a very sudden onset and spreads rapidly. The incubation period is extremely short. Meaning that, from exposure to symptoms appearing can take as little as minutes. Once the virus is in the system, it will lead to fever, unconsciousness, possibly coma. We have to assume people in these stages are also contagious, and you should avoid contact with them. Then, at the last stage, the infected will suddenly regain some form of consciousness, in that they can move around, use their senses and utter certain inarticulate sounds. However, they are nonresponsive and uncooperative. This cannot be stressed enough. Once a person has reached that stage of the disease, they are impossible to communicate or reason with. On top of that, almost all of them are asserting very aggressive behavior and seek to harm others. Therefore, steer clear of the infected. Avoid contact at all cost. Even if it is someone dear to you affected. They are very ill, and they will not recognize you. Any attempt to calm them down or pacify them will be volatile and place yourself in danger of getting infected. Also don’t try to physically restrain anyone in the late stage of the disease. Don’t tie or hold them down. Don’t rely on the safety of bio-suits, either, as these can be penetrated.”

Another pause. They all wait in tense silence for the man to go on.

“The infected are, as far as we can tell, on every floor of the hospital except for four and eight. If you are barricaded on either of these floors, stay there. Do not try to enter the stairwell or use the elevators. It’s vital that these floors stay isolated. This does not mean that it’s safe to move from one room to another, either. Someone infected could be hiding somewhere. So even if you can’t see or hear any of them, stay where you are. Wait for rescue. We are doing everything we can to reach you, and survivors are continuously being evacuated.”

“Good,” Frida says. “They’re actually doing something.”

Jakob doesn’t exactly feel the same sense of relief that he hears in Frida’s voice. In fact, he’s starting to feel a pressure build inside.

“Now, once you’re evacuated, please be advised that until you’ve gone through a thorough health check in the emergency tent put up at the east side of the hospital, you will not be allowed to leave the site. For the time being, you will be taken to a nearby safe facility for medical care and supervision. It’s vital that we all work together to make sure this disease does not spread to the rest of society, as that would mean a severe escalation of the situation …”

“It would be a fucking disaster,” Jakob blurts out. “Why doesn’t he just say that?” He throws out his arms. “What is all that bullshit about? ‘Medical situation’? ‘Extremely serious disease’? Come on! It’s dead people waking back up!”

“They have to phrase it like that,” Olivia points out. “Even if … even if all you’re saying is true, it would just get people to panic.”

“They should know the truth,” Jakob mutters.

Olivia shakes her head. “The truth isn’t always the right way. I’ve dealt with terminal patients. I know what the truth can do to a person. Sometimes, hope is better.”

“There’s no hope,” Jakob says grimly, turning away.

As the voice begins telling the whole thing over again, Frida gets up and goes to the shirt on the bed. The woman threw it there before going to the bathroom.

“Think we should ask her again if she’s okay?” Frida asks Olivia. “She’s been in there for a long time now.”

“I don’t feel like being barked at again,” Olivia snorts. “You go ahead if you want.”

Frida doesn’t look like she’s in the mood, either. Instead, she picks up the shirt. There’s a tag pinned to the chest. “Huh, look. She’s a doctor.”

Olivia raises her eyebrows. “Seriously?”

“Yeah, says so right here. Annemarie Ingvartson, MD. So that’s why she took such offense when you offered to help her with the bandages, I guess …”

Olivia doesn’t answer. Jakob notices her frowning.

Frida notices too. “What is it?” she asks.

“What did you say her name is? Ingvartson?”

“Yeah, Annemarie Ingvartson.”

Olivia moves her jaw as though chewing on something. “Why does that name ring a bell?”

The message finally stops, leaving the room silent.

“She didn’t work here, did she?” Frida asks. “I never saw her before.”

“No, she didn’t. But I … I heard her name recently.”

There comes a click from the bathroom door. To Jakob, it sounds like the lock being turned. Then there’s a bump, and he expects the woman to come out.

She doesn’t, though. Nothing happens.

Frida and Olivia exchange a look. Then Frida steps closer to the door. “Hello? Annemarie? You still okay?”

No answer.

“Sounds like something fell down,” Olivia says. “Do we check if she’s hurt?”

The knot in Jakob’s stomach grows bigger. “She said she twisted her ankle. But did you guys see it happen?”

Both Olivia and Frida look at him.

Frida shakes her head. “She was already hurt when we met her. But like we said, she couldn’t have been—”

Olivia snaps her fingers. “It was her! She’s an expert in infectious diseases. She came over from Ulstad to assist with the autopsy. Which means she was—oh, God …” Comprehension dawns on her face.

Jakob’s heart rate is already high, but now it skyrockets. He can feel his wounded hand begin to throb. “She lied,” he whispers. “She was in the basement. And she didn’t fall. She was bitten.”
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This time, the gunshot isn’t nearly as loud. Or maybe it’s just because Kristoffer’s hearing has already been wiped out.

He sees the flash, though. And feels the recoil, which is a lot more forceful than he anticipated. The gun whips back and almost clocks him on the chin. He fumbles and drops it. There’s no time to pick it up.

No matter. The one bullet did it.

The guy freezes and glares at him for half a second, a look of confusion in his one visible eye, his face smeared with jam. Then he tilts forward, revealing the hole in the back of his head where the bullet removed a piece of his skull.

Kristoffer pushes back up against the shelves, wanting to get farther away. The air is suddenly suffocating, a thick mixture of fever, blood, brain matter and the delicious sweetness of Helda’s blackberry jam.

Kristoffer retches, fighting hard to keep his last meal down. Breathing through his mouth, he just manages not to puke.

“It’s okay,” he tells himself, barely hearing his own voice. “It’s over. Just calm down and focus …”

He spends a minute or so getting his nerves under control. Little by little, he stops shaking and becomes able to think again.

“Shit, I shot a guy,” he mutters, realizing it more fully now that the adrenaline flushes from his system. “He hadn’t turned yet. He was just ... a regular guy. And I killed him.”

No, a voice tells him firmly. It sounds a lot like Grandma. Dead five years now, the old lady will still speak to him now and then when he needs her the most. That wasn’t murder. You did it in self-defense. It was you or him.

He knows it’s true, yet the thought does little to alleviate how bad he feels.

What finally gets him to move again is the sound of Helda scratching at the door. Her movements sound more eager than usual, and as Kristoffer looks over there, he instantly sees why. A hole the size of a large orange has been punched in the door right at eye level. Which one of the shots did it, Kristoffer can’t tell. It all happened so fast, he didn’t notice what direction he was facing as the gun went off.

Helda is peering through the hole with her black eyes, obviously invigorated by the fact that she can now see Kristoffer.

“Hey there, Helda,” he mutters, swallowing. “Sorry again for what happened to you.”

She answers with a hungry snarl, snapping her teeth at him, tearing at the hole with her long fingernails. She’s able to pull off a few chips, but the door still seems strong enough to hold her back. It’ll take her hours if she’s to claw her way through, at which point Kristoffer will be long gone. In fact, he intends to get out of here as soon as possible.

He just has to check one last thing: who the guy was.

Why it’s important, he can’t really tell. But when Kristoffer goes back out there into the world and contacts the police, he feels like he needs to be able to give them the guy’s identity.

So, without looking, he slips his hand into the guy’s back pocket. He pulls out a wallet, and he also finds a small notebook.

Opening the wallet, Kristoffer gasps. “Holy shit! I didn’t just shoot a guy … I shot a policeman.”

Kristoffer thinks hard for a moment, ignoring Helda staring at him. This explains why the guy had a gun. But why didn’t he introduce himself as a police officer? Perhaps he hadn’t been in active service. But then why was he here? The only thing Kristoffer remembers him saying which offered a clue was something about Halgrim.

When Kristoffer told him that he hadn’t seen Halgrim but that he assumed he was dead, the policeman—Tom P. Grisgard, according to his wallet—said: “You assume right.”

And there was also something else the policeman had said. Something about a hole in the back garden.

“Something crazy is going on here, for sure,” were his exact words, as far as Kristoffer recalls.

Obviously, the policeman had known things. That Halgrim was dead, for one thing. And that something was—

A crunch from the door makes Kristoffer look up. Helda has resorted to using her teeth. Tearing at the wood, she manages to break off a small piece. Nothing too concerning. Not yet.

Kristoffer has come to terms with what he needs to do. The only way out of here involves him shooting Helda. And the hole in the door serves as a very handy way of doing it.

I just need to gather my nerves a bit more, he thinks, aware that he’s postponing the inevitable.

For now, the notebook provides him with a convenient distraction. Hoping to find out more about what’s going on from the policeman’s notes, he opens to the first page.

It turns out to be more of a diary. He reads a few lines before realizing the book must have belonged to Halgrim and not the policeman.

Kristoffer reads the first page, then the second. Then he forgets all about Helda and the dead policeman, as the text draws him in completely, and he keeps reading.
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Aksel jumps and pulls himself up.

He manages to get half his upper body through the opening in the ceiling. But with nothing to place his feet on, it proves difficult to haul the rest of him along.

“Come on, come on!” he chants through clenched teeth, his voice taking on a tinny sound inside the aluminum air duct.

There’s a thick layer of dust, and it just makes it even harder, as his hands keep slipping. He kicks the air frantically, trying desperately to pull his lower body up before Dahl and his partner can cross the room and reach him. But he only makes very little headway.

Fuck, I can’t do it …

He’s about to abandon and jump back down, when he feels hands groping his legs.

Aksel screams out and kicks even wilder. Instinct drives him forward, and with a stroke of luck, one of his kicks lands on either Dahl’s head or shoulder, giving Aksel a fraction of a second’s foothold. It’s enough to propel him upwards. He claws his way deeper into the air duct, inch by inch, inhaling the dust, coughing, kicking like mad, deterring the groping hands from grabbing hold of his legs.

Come on, almost there!

Just as he’s about to pull himself all the way to safety, a hand so big it can only be Dahl’s catches his ankle, and a split second later, teeth clamp down on his calf.

“Nooo! Fuck you, Dahl!”

Aksel goes into a frenzy, writhing and kicking. He feels his shoe slip off and Dahl’s grip loosen. One last frantic kick, and he’s out of Dahl’s reach.

Elbowing his way forward, he doesn’t stop until he’s several feet away from the opening. Then he looks back, which is difficult, because the air duct is a lot smaller than the one Bruce Willis climbed through in Die Hard. But he can just make out the light from the phone coming up through the hole. Shadows flicker across it, as the zombies move restlessly below, moaning with disappointment that all they got to fight over was a shoe.

Shit, he got me, Aksel thinks, feeling his ankle burn where Dahl bit him. I’m a goner. Fuck, fuck, fuck!

He can’t feel any blood flowing, but he’s almost certain Dahl pierced his skin.

Still, he pushes on, making his way through the claustrophobic space. The dust clings to his arms and face, it gets in his nose and mouth, and with each heaving breath, more of it goes whirling in front of his face, making it harder to see. Soon he can’t see anything at all, as the light from behind can no longer reach him. The sounds from Dahl and the other zombie follow him for a while, the echoes growing fainter.

Then there’s nothing besides Aksel’s own ragged breathing in the darkness, as he keeps pushing forward, deeper into the darkness.
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“No, wait,” Frida says. “Let’s not jump to conclusions here. How could she have been in the basement? I mean, if she were, then how did she get to the fourth floor?”

“I have no idea,” Olivia says, getting to her feet. “But she could have, somehow. Maybe she got in the elevator before anyone knew what was going on …”

Jakob notices his hand going to the hasp on the window. He swings it open as wide as it goes, which is only three inches. There’s a child safety thing, and he begins fumbling with it. Inside his head, Viggo is talking to him again. Remnants from the nightmare.

“We’re all fucked. No one’s escaping this … It’s the end of the world, Jakob. And it’s only just begun.”

Jakob has a strong feeling that something is about to go very wrong.

“What do we do then?” Frida says, her voice growing tense. “If she’s … if she got infected …”

“I can’t hear her in there,” Olivia says, listening by the door. Jakob is still trying to get the child safety lock off. “She could be passed out. Look, maybe this is all just something we’re making up. Maybe she actually just twisted her ankle, and she needs our help. She unlocked the door just now. It could mean she wants us to come in. Whatever the case, we need to know for sure. I’m checking …”

Olivia is about to open the door.

“No, wait,” Frida says, backing up. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea, Olivia.”

“We’re still nurses,” Olivia says firmly. “And she could need our help.” She knocks the door. “Annemarie? I’m opening the door now.” Olivia places her hand on the knob and pulls the door open.

The woman comes slumping out.

Frida screams, and Olivia jumps back.

But the woman doesn’t move. She’s passed out on the floor, facedown, her hair spilling everywhere. She must have been leaning against the door.

“Oh, no,” Frida gasps. “Look at her skin. She is infected!”

Jakob sees it too. The woman’s arms are all gray and green. There’s a smell of fever and sickness coming from the bathroom, too, mixed with the woman’s perfume and sweat. Jakob pulls at the safety pin, hard. It finally gives way with a click.

“Get her back in there!” Frida shouts. “Close the door, Olivia!”

“I can’t!” Olivia says. “She’s in the way.”

“Then push her in!”

“No, we can’t touch her! She’s infectious, remember? We need to get out of here …” Olivia goes for the door to the ward, then hesitates.

Even from the other end of the room, Jakob can hear the shuffling footsteps from the hallway. Someone groans.

“Fuck!” Olivia says, turning back around. “There’s an infected person out there, too! We can’t get—”

At that moment, the doctor gives a deep moan and sits up. Her hair covers most of her face, and as she looks around, Jakob can only see one eye peering out at them. It’s black as ink, and Jakob is immediately thrown back in time, to the moment in the truck where the half-frozen corpse suddenly sat up and glared at them. Even as the awful memory flashes through his mind, Jakob manages to climb up onto the windowsill.

The woman bares her teeth in a snarl, then goes for Olivia, who’s closest. She’s also pinned up against the door with nowhere to go.

“No, stay away!” she screams.

Frida screams too, backing away, bumping into the bed.

Jakob’s pulse is roaring in his ears, making him dizzy. He leans out the window and looks down, which doesn’t help at all. He’s always been bad with heights. Aksel is a lot cooler. His passion is base jumping, which Jakob has always found to be an insane and utterly unnecessary flirtation with death. Now, however, he has no choice but to overcome his fear of the sickening free fall below. There’s a ledge running a couple of feet below the window. It’s only as wide as his hand, and it’s tilted slightly outwards, but it should be possible to walk on it.

He steps one shaky leg out, then darts a last look into the room.

Olivia has turned her back to the woman and is fumbling with the door.

“No, Olivia!” Frida screams. “Don’t open it!”

The doctor falls on Olivia from behind, biting down on her shoulder. Olivia screams and throws back her arm, apparently trying to slap her away. At the same time, she manages to unlock the door. Yanking it open, she’s about to run out, when the woman grabs her around the waist and bites her at hip level. Olivia screams and fights back. Her elbow catches the woman in the face, and she’s momentarily knocked down. But she’s still holding on to Olivia, and her arms slide down to Olivia’s knees, causing her to fall forward.

Olivia manages to get back up on her hands and knees, and to Jakob, it looks like she might actually get away, when she apparently senses someone coming from the side.

“No, no, stay away!” she screams, as a huge guy bends down over her and sinks his teeth into her neck. Her scream turns into one of pain as blood begins splashing to the floor.

The rest is cut from Jakob’s view as Frida comes running around the bed, headed towards him, her eyes huge. “Get out, Jakob! We need to get out, right now!”

Behind her, the doctor has gotten to her feet. She apparently decides that Olivia is already taken, because she opts for fresh prey, and heads for Jakob and Frida.
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Kristoffer turns to the next page. It’s blank.

He flips a few more pages, but the rest of the book is empty.

He blinks and comes back to. Realizing he’s been gone for … how long? Maybe ten minutes. Maybe longer. He read the whole thing. Everything Halgrim wrote down, depicting what Kristoffer can only assume were the last few weeks of his life. And Helda’s too, obviously.

“Holy crap,” he mutters, tucking the notebook into his own pocket. It’s most definitely evidence, and he needs to make sure the authorities get it.

But what Halgrim described in the diary, what he found in the back garden … it’s not just evidence. It’s insane. If it’s true, of course. Kristoffer is aware that it could all be the mad ramblings of a mentally disturbed person. Perhaps Halgrim suffered from dementia. Paranoia. Kristoffer has known the old guy basically all his life, and he’s always been of a mild and friendly nature. But of course, Kristoffer had no idea what was going on behind closed doors.

Something about the way the diary was written, however, convinced Kristoffer that Halgrim wasn’t crazy. Whatever he uncovered out in the garden had definitely gotten to him. But it hadn’t turned him insane. Right up until the last entry of the diary, Kristoffer could still recognize Halgrim as he knew him, could tell he was still basically sane.

Kristoffer glances down at the dead policeman.

“So you haven’t been to the back garden? You haven’t seen the hole?” He recalls the look on the policeman’s face as he asked that question. Then he’d visibly shivered, although he tried not to let it show, as he said: “Something crazy is going on here, for sure. My partner …” Cutting himself off, he obviously didn’t want to tell Kristoffer what had happened to his partner.

But whatever was out there, in the garden, Kristoffer had to—

Another crunch from the door, louder this time, as Helda rips off a more sizable piece of the wood. She spits it out, then squeezes her head through, snarling and biting at the air.

Kristoffer feels his gut tighten even more than it has already. He picks up the gun and looks at it. He’s held a rifle a few times, but never a pistol. He’s seen them in movies, and he soon figure outs how to slide out the magazine. There are six bullets left. Plenty.

He pushes it back up, and it clicks into place. He knows he doesn’t need to rack the slide, as the gun had fired when he simply pulled the trigger before, meaning that it is a semiautomatic.

I just need to point and shoot. Simple. I can do that.

Kristoffer takes a few deep breaths, filling his chest, trying not to let his muscles tense up.

It’s the last thing I need to do, and I’m out of here. Think of how awesome that’ll be. To feel fresh air again. To never see this stupid pantry again.

The thought helps enough for him to be able to step closer to the door. Trying not to look directly at Helda’s head, he raises the gun and aims at her forehead. Despite his best efforts, his arm is shaking.

“I’m sorry,” he tells her again. “I really am, Helda. But I think you’d understand. I need to do this.”

He takes half a step closer, leaning towards her until the muzzle of the gun actually touches her forehead. She writhes and growls and bites at him.

Kristoffer closes his eyes, turns his face away, and shoots her.

The sound doesn’t hurt as much this time, probably because he was prepared. Still, it renders him almost deaf. As his hearing gradually returns, he realizes there are no more sounds. Darting a quick look at the door, he hopes to see the hole empty, hopes that Helda has slid to the floor.

He’s not so lucky.

Helda is still there. Proper dead now. The bullet went through her eyebrow and killed her right away. But she’s still caught in the door.

“Oh, come on,” Kristoffer mutters. “Okay, you can do this …”

He tucks the gun in to the back of his belt, allowing him to use both hands. He removes his makeshift lock and turns the handle. The door moves a few inches, before meeting resistance. Helda’s feet must be in the way. Kristoffer pushes a little harder, feeling the door give way reluctantly. When the opening is wide enough that he can slip through it, he does.

Passing through the doorway feels surreal. Almost like entering Narnia. The tiny kitchen seems enormous compared to the pantry. The air is still stuffy but a lot better.

He glances back to see Helda’s body hanging there. The outside of the door looks like a pack of cats has been going at it for days on end.

Kristoffer goes to the living room. It looks like he remembers: messy. It’s dark outside. The grandfather clock begins tolling. It’s the only sound besides Helda’s scratching and groaning Kristoffer has heard for over a week now, and it’s somehow comforting. The clock was beginning to feel like his only companion.

A figure passes by the window.

Kristoffer jumps and fumbles out the gun.

The figure reappears by the terrace door. Kristoffer hasn’t seen him before, and yet he immediately recognizes what’s wrong with him. The greenish skin, the black eyes, the open mouth. He makes no attempt at the handle, but begins scratching at the glass, hissing at Kristoffer. The lights aren’t on, so he shouldn’t be able to see him standing there, but just like Helda, Kristoffer assumes the guy can sense him.

Which is probably also why he hasn’t wandered off: Kristoffer is still the closest prey.

Must be the other policeman.

Kristoffer considers his options. He could run to the front door and probably get out of the house before the zombie can make its way around to the front. While it would mean Kristoffer could get away clean, and that thought is wildly appealing, he just can’t do that. Because it would also mean leaving the zombie behind, offering it a perfect chance to go find someone else to bite. One of the neighbors. Someone who still has no idea what is going on.

Halgrim and Helda’s back garden is enclosed by hedges and trees, and Kristoffer is certain no one has seen the dead guy out there.

I might be the only one alive who’s aware what’s happening. I need to find a way to ensure the situation doesn’t escalate.

It basically leaves him with two options. He can shoot the guy like he shot Helda. Or he can try and trap him somehow. Both of which would mean Kristoffer could leave the house without fear of this thing spreading. As soon as he’s out, he’ll go to the police. Tell them what went down. Show them Halgrim’s diary. Make sure they take the situation very seriously.

The safest thing would probably be to shoot the guy. He could even do it without opening the door. Simply blow his brains out through the glass.

But the thing is, if Kristoffer shoots the guy, he has no way of proving that he acted in self-defense. Sure, he can probably convince them that Helda attacked him and kept him trapped in the pantry for days. The evidence is there.

But how will he explain that he shot and killed two police officers? Even if they can tell something was very wrong with them, they’ll never believe in the concept of zombies. They’ll think Kristoffer lost his mind.

Bottom line is, if he kills this other policeman, too, Kristoffer will likely spend the rest of his life in jail. Possibly even a psychiatric facility.

And after having been trapped in the pantry, the thought of being confined to a single, windowless room again is enough to make him shiver.

“All right, option two,” he whispers to himself. “We’re making a trap …”
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He reaches a place where the air duct makes a sharp turn upwards.

Twisting his neck, he can make out a faint light from above. The duct apparently runs up through many levels of the hospital.

Which is good news.

The hard part will be to scale it. Aksel turns over onto his back, spitting as dust gets in his mouth. He reaches up his arms, feeling the inside of the duct. It’s made of conjoined sections about a yard long each. Every joint has a thin rim running all the way around, protruding about an inch. It’s just enough that Aksel can grip it with his fingers, and it should be enough for him to get a foothold, too.

And Dad said I was an idiot for going rock climbing, Aksel thinks. Well, watch this, Dad.

He spits in his hands and rubs them together. The dust helps to make them sticky. Then he pulls himself up and begins the ascent.

It’s even easier than he thought. He’s learned the art of climbing with only small ledges to place his hands and feet, and the ones in the duct are very regular and perfectly spaced. It was his buddy Thor who taught him rock climbing, and then later, when Aksel had gotten the hang of it, he introduced him to base jumping. It was the most insane rush Aksel had ever felt, scaling a mountain wearing a parachute, then jumping out and soaring back down to the ground. He’d never felt more alive.

Now, as he’s making his way up the dusty, completely dark, claustrophobic air duct, he feels some of that energy again, and it’s almost enough for him to block out everything else, even the throbs from his wounded ankle.

He keeps moving his hands and feet, keeps scaling the building. He must have passed at least three floors now. He’d expected the air duct to have branched out by now, but he hasn’t come by any openings.

Perhaps this old thing isn’t connected to any of the other floors. Perhaps it goes straight to the roof.

The hospital is twelve stories. Close to two hundred feet.

Aksel bites down. I can do that. I’ve gone for longer stretches before.

But his arms and legs are starting to tire, and he can tell he’s out of shape. It’s been almost four months since his last climb with Thor. This is the first time he’s climbing without a safety rope. If he slips, he might be able to stop the fall by pushing out his arms and legs. It’ll be painful, but at least he won’t fall to his death.

The next time he stops to rest, he notices he can see again. Looking up, he finds just what he hoped for: an opening in the side.

Thank God …

He climbs the last few feet, then pushes himself into the adjacent, horizontal duct. It’s not nearly as dusty as the one he just left. It looks both newer and more well kept. Aksel lies flat on his stomach, feeling his arms and legs buzz with exhaustion.

I’m wasted. There’s no way I’m going any farther up.

Meaning that whatever is on this floor, he’ll have to get out of the air duct and face it.
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Jakob pushes through the fear as he steps out of the window. His feet find the ledge. He’s only wearing socks, and he can feel the cold bricks. Slowly he places more and more weight on the ledge, making sure he won’t slip and it won’t give way.

Frida is already climbing out next to him. Apparently not suffering nearly as badly from fear of heights, she makes her exit a lot faster, then turns and reaches in for the window.

She gives a shriek as the female doctor comes lunging for her.

At the last possible second, Frida pulls the window shut. The woman bumps into it, snarls and begins clawing at the glass.

Having seen her alive just minutes ago, the transformation she’s undergone is so awful, the sight of her makes Jakob forget about the steep fall for a moment. Her hair has come away from her face, revealing her greenish skin and her black, shiny eyeballs. Her teeth haven’t changed; they’re still even and perfectly white. Obviously, she took great care of them. Soon, if she gets her way, they’ll be covered in blood and have pieces of flesh lodged between them.

“Move,” Frida breathes in Jakob’s ear.

He blinks and pries his eyes off the zombie to look at Frida. Like him, she’s holding on to the upper frame of the window.

“We need to move,” she says again. “We can’t stay here. There’s no way to secure the window from out here, and she might figure out how to open it soon …”

As though the idea just occurred to the doctor, her hand catches the handle, and she pulls the window open three inches. Frida grabs it and yanks it back shut. “Go, Jakob! Now!”

Jakob begins moving. It’s hard work. Not as much physically, even though it’s an awkward stance, not being able to straighten his back or legs all the way. But the real challenge is in his head. Each step is a struggle. Every time he has to lift a foot or move a hand, he needs to forcefully override his body’s survival instincts, which are causing his muscles to cramp up, refusing to move at the risk of falling. Anything less than a flesh-eating zombie probably wouldn’t have been enough to motivate him to move away from the window and farther down the ledge. His bandaged hand doesn’t make it easier.

Frida is right behind him, moving more gracefully, although Jakob can tell she’s not exactly comfortable either. From down below, Jakob peripherally notices people shouting. He catches fragments like: “up there!” and “look!”

We might be on live television, he thinks, feeling a crazed urge to laugh.

He’s managed to move five or six feet down the ledge when the woman figures out how to open the window for the second time. Jakob only notices because Frida warns him with a cry.

Looking back, he sees the woman’s head pop out into the air, her eyes fixing on them. Then she climbs out, reaching for Frida. There’s less than a foot between the woman’s long nails and Frida’s bare arm, when the woman slips and drops from the ledge. She utters an animallike yelp as she falls.

Jakob can’t help but look. He follows her all the way down. Twice, some form of suction seems to pull her in, smashing her against the building, and she falls like a ragdoll, arms, legs and hair flailing. Someone screams out. Then she lands on the concrete. The sound is flat and heavy. Like a lump of wet clay. A gasp of horror goes through the crowd.

The woman doesn’t move. Medics in bio-suits rush in from all sides—presumably to help—but Jakob feels confident she’s dead.

He swallows and looks back at Frida. “What now? Do we go back?”

She glances over at the open window, then shakes her head. “No, it’s too risky. I think we should keep moving. Maybe someone in one of the other rooms will let us in.”

Jakob looks in the direction they’re going. As far as he can tell, there’s three, maybe four more rooms before the corner of the building. The ledge seems to run all the way. But at this rate, it’ll take him half an hour to make it there.

You’ve got no choice. Get moving.

Jakob gets moving.
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It should be fairly simple. At least in theory.

He just needs to unlock the terrace door, push it open, then turn around and run to the other side of the dining table. It’s large and heavy, and it won’t easily be pushed around or toppled over. Meaning that when the zombie enters, it’ll have to walk around the table in order to reach Kristoffer. He should be able to simply move the opposite way around, then make a run for the terrace door.

Very simple. Five little steps. Any one should be able to follow those instructions.

What makes it less simple is the fact that he’ll basically be letting a flesh-eating monster into the room with him. And even though he has a gun, he can’t use it.

He’s not completely sure how fast the zombies move. He only has Helda as a reference point, and she never really moved away from the pantry door the entire time he was in there. Same goes with the policeman; he just keeps swaying back and forth in front of the terrace door, fumbling at the glass.

When Kristoffer entered the house—which feels like an eternity ago—and met Helda, he noticed she was walking very wobbly. Like a toddler. And judging from the way the policeman shifts his weight from side to side in an uncoordinated way, Kristoffer is pretty sure they don’t have great balance.

“I can outrun him,” he mutters. “And if I somehow get cornered, I’ll push him over. If that doesn’t work …” He looks down at the gun in his hand. “I have one last option.”

Satisfied with his plan, he crosses the dim living room and walks to the terrace door. For every step, his body grows more tense. His legs feel like they’ve almost forgotten how to walk.

The zombie becomes more eager as Kristoffer comes closer. Stopping right in front of the door, the policeman smooshes his face against the glass and tries to bite his way through. All he achieves is to smear it with saliva.

“All right,” Kristoffer says, talking aloud to reassure himself. “This is doable. I just need to do it, and I’ll be out of here in thirty seconds. Here we go.”

He reaches out a trembling hand, turning the lock, then twisting the handle. The door is now open, and the zombie seems to sense it, because it groans and grunts and fumbles frantically. But it has obviously lost all recollection of how to open a door. Which gives Kristoffer the perfect opportunity. He places both hands on the door, then pushes it hard.

The zombie bangs its forehead against the glass, staggers backwards and falls on its ass. The door swings open, and Kristoffer promptly turns and runs to the dining table. Peering across it, he can immediately tell he could have taken his time. The policeman has only just gotten back up, taking his time to regain his balance. Then he steps through the open door, peers around for a second, locks in on Kristoffer, bares his teeth in a snarl, and heads for the table.

Kristoffer keeps ready, standing on his toes. He feels like a soccer goalie about to save a penalty kick. But he can’t move yet; he needs to wait and see what direction the zombie chooses—left or right.

Turns out, the zombie opts for a third option. One that Kristoffer didn’t foresee.

The policeman bumps into the table at hip level. He gives a grunt of annoyance, not even glancing down at the obstacle. He tries to push through, reaching out his arms for Kristoffer. The table—as Kristoffer hoped—doesn’t move. But the zombie does. It simply leans over the table, pulling itself across.

It catches Kristoffer completely off guard. He yelps and jumps back as the policeman reaches the other side of the table in a couple of seconds, groping eagerly for him. Kristoffer bumps into the wall, realizing there’s only a few feet of space between the table and the wall—something he didn’t consider would become a problem.

The zombie lunges for him, and it almost manages to reach him, when gravity kicks in and pulls him to the floor. He lands on his chest and chin, his legs still on the table, and the awkward handstand gives Kristoffer a couple of seconds to slip sideways. Then he’s running for the terrace door.

Bursting out of the house, he gulps in the fresh, cold night air, and almost forgets all about the plan. At that moment, all he wants is to run and keep running. He forces himself to stop, though, and he turns back around. The zombie has gotten to its feet and is making its way back across the living room.

Kristoffer slams the terrace door—and that’s when he realizes there’s one huge hole in his plan.

The door can’t be locked from this side. And since the door opens out, the zombie will simply push it open.

“Goddamnit,” Kristoffer mutters, looking around the terrace. There’s a couple of potted plants and a lantern, but none of them look heavy enough to barricade the door. There’s also a small glass table and a couple of metal chairs. The latter seems just about the right height, and Kristoffer makes a snap decision and runs for them.

Grabbing the nearest chair, he brings it back over to the door. He returns just as the zombie reaches the door from the other side. The door begins to swing open, when Kristoffer all but throws himself at it, slamming it back shut. He leans on it with his shoulder, feeling the zombie push from the other side.

Breathing fast, Kristoffer positions the chair at an angle under the handle, pinning it in place. Slowly, carefully, he stops leaning on the door, checking to see if the chair will take over.

It does. In fact, it seems very well anchored in place.

Kristoffer steps back, staring at the makeshift barricade. The zombie snarls and moans, but no matter how hard it shoves its weight against the door, the chair holds.

“I did it,” Kristoffer mutters, breaking into a smile. “It worked …”

As though the night answers him, a cold gust of wind blows by him, making him shiver. And he seems to pick up a noise, too. Like a faint groan. He turns and looks out over the garden. And his eyes immediately fix on the hole in the hill. It’s even darker than the rest of the darkness. Kristoffer doesn’t know how he knows it, but the sound came from in there. He’s sure of it. He gets the very acute feeling that something is staring back out at him.

He makes an effort to pry his eyes off the hill, then checks one last time that the chair is still holding—it is. Then Kristoffer runs for help.
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Jakob reaches the window to the next room and peers inside.

The room appears to be empty. He tries to squeeze his fingers into the crack, but the window is locked from the inside.

“No luck,” he tells Frida over his shoulder.

“Keep moving,” she tells him. “We’ll try the next one.”

“You make it sound easy,” he mutters, shaking his hand, which is all cramped up from gripping the upper frame of the windows.

“You’re doing great. We’ll get to safety, just keep going.”

Jakob moves along the ledge. The muscles in his thighs and calves begin to feel the exertion of the hard work they’re doing. They’ve gone from burning to tingling to all-out shaking.

I can’t do this. Not for much longer.

He ups the speed a little. It means taking longer steps, and it feels riskier, but so does getting a vicious leg cramp, which could happen at any moment.

He reaches the next room. The lights are off, and he uses his hand as a shield in order to look in.

A face materializes right on the other side of the glass, attacking the window.

Jakob screams and jerks back instinctively. His foot slips, and for a horrible split second, he feels his gut lurch from the feeling of falling. Then both his hands clamp down on the window frame. Pain hammers through his wounded finger, but he hardly feels it. Frida places a hand in his back, helping him back up against the window.

The zombie on the other side—a former patient, judging from the clothes—keeps biting and scratching at the glass, eager to get at Jakob.

“Fuck, that was close,” he says, feeling dizzy from the shock. He wants badly to sit down, to get the weight off his feet.

“Next one,” Frida says. “Keep moving, Jakob.”

He wants to tell her something mean, but bites back the words. He knows she’s only trying to encourage him. She’s probably starting to feel exhausted too.

He continues down the ledge. He must have upped his speed, because the next window takes a lot less time to reach.

This time, he’s prepared for the scare. But no one attacks the window. The lights are on in this room.

A person is sitting on the bed. A man, middled-aged, judging from the thinning hair. He’s wearing a regular shirt and looks like he was a visitor. In the bed lies an older woman, hooked up to machines, sleeping with her mouth open.

“Bingo,” Jakob breathes. “No zombies.” He knocks the glass.

The man stirs, as though waking from a daydream.

Jakob knocks again, and the man turns around and sees him.

Jakob expects to see surprise on the man’s face, and it’s there, for a second. Then it’s replaced with an empty stare. The man looks like someone who recently lost all hope.

“Could you please open?” Jakob asks, tapping the window.

The man just looks at him, as though not fully understanding.

“Please, let us in,” Jakob says.

The man still doesn’t move or say anything else.

“He might not be Norwegian,” Frida says, leaning in from the side to look at the man. “Please help us,” she says in English. “Open the window.”

The man finally acts. He doesn’t get up from the bed, though. Instead, he raises his arm, showing the inside. The sleeve has been rolled up, and there are three long, glowing, red lines running all the way from the crook of his elbow to his wrist.

“Oh,” Frida says. “He’s … infected.”

“Shit,” Jakob mutters, a violent tremor going through his arms. “We need to get in. Can you please just open? Just let us through.”

“We can’t do that,” Frida says. “They’re in the hallway, remember? We have no idea how many there are or if we can make it to another room in time.”

“Yes, but we have no choice,” Jakob hisses through gritted teeth. “I can’t stay out here for much longer, okay? Listen, can you please just open the window and let us rest for a minute?”

The man simply turns his back. As though he either doesn’t comprehend or—more likely—doesn’t give a damn.

“Fuck!” Jakob shouts, slapping the window. “Fuck you! Selfish piece of shit …”

“It’s okay, keep moving.”

“Keep moving where? There are no more windows!”

“Let’s see if we can get past the corner. Maybe—”

“I told you, I can’t do it. I can’t keep going. I’m going to smash this goddamn window …”

“With what?”

Jakob begins hitting the glass with his elbow. It’s a completely futile attempt. The window just vibrates a little. He can’t gather nearly enough force to break it.

“Fuck,” he snarls, lifting his leg to try with his knee. His other leg goes into a painful cramp, and he screams out in pain, almost losing his grip.

Frida grabs his shoulder, helping him to stay in place. Jakob yells as his hamstring keeps cramping. Through the pain, he hears Frida say something about stretching, and he leans on the other leg, allowing him to fully extend the one cramping up. It helps. Little by little, the muscles relax.

“Fuck,” he breathes, placing the foot back on the ledge. “That was close. Okay, we keep going.”

He moves the last few feet down the ledge and reaches the corner. Leaning sideways, he peers around to the other side of the hospital. A sharp, brief gust of wind causes him to catch his breath. He hardly notices, though. Because right there, ten yards away, he sees their salvation.

He looks back at Frida, tears of relief in his eyes. “There’s a … there’s a staircase.”
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“Can’t believe she wouldn’t let us watch it.”

Svein kicks a pebble that goes skidding down the road.

“Yeah, I know,” Stig agrees, tapping the asphalt with a stick as he walks. “Finally something cool happens around here, and we’re not allowed to see.”

Their mom repeatedly scolded them for walking in the middle of the road, but no cars are out this time of the evening, and even if they were, the boys would hear them a long time ahead. They also aren’t wearing anything but their hoodies, which is way too cold for the frosty weather. But they’ve both already caught a nasty cold, so why bother?

Seeing the scene from the hospital in Torik, Svein and Stig got all fired up with excitement until their mother shut it off. It was “too graphic” for them to watch. As though they hadn’t watched horror movies with far more gore.

“I’m so done with her bullshit,” Stig says, hawking a loogie. “The way she’s always like, ‘Being a single mom isn’t easy. You kids ruined my life. Blah-blah-blah.’ Well, maybe she shouldn’t have had us then. It’s not like we asked to be born, right?”

“No, and it’s not our fault Dad split. As soon as I turn thirteen, I’m outta here. I’m not wasting my life out here like her. I’ll find a flat in Torik.”

Stig wipes his nose in his sleeve. “Hey, you think it’s really zombies over there?”

“It sure looked like it. I mean, they said they were attacking and biting others. And that guy they showed, holy fuck.”

“Yeah, man. He looked awesome. His eyes were all black! Like in Call of Duty.”

“No, you asshole, Call of Duty had glowy-eye zombies.”

Svein looks at his brother. “You’re the asshole, and you’re wrong. I played it a lot more than you. Did you even finish it?”

“No, I didn’t, because it’s a stupid game. You’re thinking of Black Summer. Those zombies had black eyes.”

“Nah, I watched the second season not that long ago, and I remember it. They didn’t have black eyes.”

“Why the fuck would they name the show Black Summer if the goddamn zombies didn’t have black eyes?”

“Because black is a symbol of death and disease, you moron. Do you ever listen to anything they tell us at school?”

“No, because I’m not a loser like you.”

“Fuck you.”

“Go read a book, nerd.”

“Go suck a donkey dick, faggot.”

The boys break into laughter.

Then suddenly, they hear a gunshot. It’s not at all an uncommon sound, with hunting being the main hobby around these parts, second only to hiking.

“Who the fuck’s out at this hour?” Stig asks, looking towards the forest. “I mean, it’s darker than in a moose’s ass out there.”

“I don’t think it came from the woods,” Svein says. “There was no echo.”

“Huh. You’re right. Where did it come from, then?”

“I think it came from Helda and Halgrim’s place,” Svein says, pointing at the house on the edge of town.

Stig’s eyes grow wide with excitement. “Think Halgrim finally had enough of that ugly old hag and blew her tits off?”

“Either that, or it was an accidental shot. Could have gone and shot himself in the foot.”

“Let’s go check it out,” Stig says, already headed for the house.

Svein follows along.

The boys look in both directions, making sure they’re still alone, before going up the garden path to the front door of Helda and Halgrim’s house.

“Do we knock?” Stig whispers.

“No, we don’t knock, moron. We take a peek through the windows. It’s dark out here, they won’t see us.”

“Okay, but just don’t—”

Svein is cut off by Stig’s cold hand as he slaps it over his brother’s mouth and pulls him up against the wall. Svein turns his head and sees someone come running around the corner of the house. He recognizes Kristoffer, the young hermit from number 16. He looks like shit. Even in the darkness, Svein can tell Kristoffer is all wound up. His eyes are fixed on the ground, and he’s muttering underneath his breath.

Stig and Svein are barely hidden behind a withered trellis growing on the wall, but Kristoffer doesn’t even sense them. He just runs right past and out onto the street. He turns and seems to head for his own place.

“What … the … hell?” Stig whispers, his voice high pitched. “Did you see that? He had a gun!”

“Why would Stoffer have a gun?” Svein asks. “That loser doesn’t even own a rifle.”

“No, but apparently, he owns a handgun. Or maybe he stole it. Either way, he just fucking shot someone, dude!”

Svein swallows, tasting snot. “You think it was Helda and Halgrim?”

“Yeah, probably. They might have gotten into some sort of spat, and it escalated. Dude, this is even better than the shit going down in Torik!”

“Wait,” Svein says, grabbing his brother’s arm as he goes for the front door. “What if this has something to do with that?”

“How could it? They said the infection had been contained. Torik is twenty miles from here.”

“Yeah, guess you’re right.”

Stig tries to open the door. “Fuck, it’s locked. Come on, let’s try the terrace door.”

They run to the back garden, the exact same way Kristoffer just came. His shoeprints are still visible in the dewy grass. They find the terrace door barricaded with a lawn chair pinned under the handle.

As Stig goes to remove it, Svein sees the figure emerge on the other side of the glass.

“Hey, look out!” he shouts.

Stig recoils as the zombie bumps into the door and begins clawing and hissing at them.

The boys stare at the dead guy, then exchange a long look.

“Holy shit,” Svein whispers, his mouth contorting into a wide grin. “They’re here, too!”
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The third grid isn’t above a patient’s room, but the hallway.

From what Aksel can see, there’s no one in sight, living or dead. But he can hear them. Several of them. Those shambling feet are easy to recognize.

Still, even with a few zombies, the hallway might just be his best bet. There’s room enough for him to maneuver around them. Besides, his elbows are seconds away from bleeding, and the muscles in his arms, legs and back are all screaming at him to get out of this enclosed space.

So, Aksel studies the grid and finds that it isn’t secured in any way; it’s simply hinged on one side and can be lifted like a door.

Doing so carefully, he leans forward and sticks his head through the opening.

He sees the upside-down hallway. Just like he expected, there are several dead people roaming it. Only a few yards away is a dead guy, who actually is dead. Someone seems to have plunged a metal object—it looks like a scalpel—into his eye socket. He’s collapsed up against the wall, his one remaining, black eye staring at the ceiling.

At the far end of the hallway are six or seven zombies. A couple are shuffling around aimlessly, and the rest are fixed in front of different doors, clawing away in a vain attempt to get in and eat whoever is barricaded there.

Almost all of the doors on this floor are closed, save for three or four. From one of the open doors comes another zombie, a teenage girl. She wanders aimlessly out in the hallway, gazing this way then that, and finally decides on going into another room.

At the other end of the hallway, the one that’s closer to where Aksel is, is only a single zombie. A skinny dude without a shirt on. His back is covered in bloody scratch marks. He’s groping away at the fire door.

That’s my exit, Aksel thinks, feeling a rush of hope. If I can just lure him away, I can get out.

He has nothing to do that with, however. If he calls out for the guy or makes any other noise to draw him this way, he might just as likely draw some of the zombies from the other end, or some lone ranger like the girl.

No, there’s only one thing he can use. His only bait is himself. Which means he basically has to jump down there and wing it.

The thought makes his heart race faster. It’ll be very risky.

First off, it’s a twelve-foot drop. He can probably remedy that by hoisting himself down and only make the final jump once he’s hanging from his arms.

Secondly, the fact that his body is worn from the climb and from being trapped in the duct for what feels like hours. He has no way of knowing how well he can move once he gets to his feet. Perhaps his legs will fail him.

The third and biggest problem is that as soon as he leaves the air duct, there’s no going back. If for some reason he can’t reach the fire door, or it can’t be opened, he’ll be fucked. He’ll have to seek refuge in one of the open rooms—provided he can even reach it—and pray that no zombies are in there.

But why shouldn’t he be able to reach the fire door? And why would it be locked from the outside? These exits are meant for emergencies like this one.

The cops might have barricaded it. Making sure none of the infected gets out.

That’s a chance he’ll have to take. He’s still not convinced they’ll get the situation in the hospital under control, and even if they do, it could take them all night. Or several days. Aksel will be dead from thirst by then; his throat already feels coarse and stuffy from all the dust he’s inhaled. And there’s no way in hell he’s spending any more time in the air duct.

So, he takes a couple of deep breaths, then climbs over the opening. Once he’s on the other side, he backs up again, lowering his feet and legs down through the hole. A couple of fistfuls of dust follow along and drizzle to the floor. He’ll just have to pray none of the undead notice it.

Making the final downswing, he clutches the edge and just manages to hold on and hang from his arms for half a second. Then he lets go and lands as softly and noiselessly as possible, breaking the fall by letting himself slump to his hands and knees. The impact still sends shocks of pain through his joints, but he hardly notices.

He straightens up, checking every direction. So far, none of the zombies seem to have noticed him.

There are only four doors from where he’s standing to the fire door. One of them is open, the others shut.

I need to keep an eye on that open one, make sure no one comes out to surprise me …

With his heart pounding away in his throat, Aksel begins moving down the hallway, stepping as quietly as he can on the linoleum. His eyes go from the open door to the zombie by the fire door and back again. He also checks over his shoulder every five steps. Making sure no one sneaks up on him.

The only thing he doesn’t check is the guy with the scalpel in his eye.

As Aksel moves past him, he only offers him a quick glance. He doesn’t see that just two seconds later, the guy’s jaw moves. He sits upright without a noise, and begins getting to his feet.

Aksel is very close to the open door now. He leans forward to look into the room. As far as he can tell, it’s empty. A struggle seems to have taken place earlier. Pieces of ripped clothes on the floor, a tipped-over table, bloodstains on the wall. But no zombies.

Aksel is about to move past the open door, when he picks up on a slight noise from behind.

Spinning around, the scalpel guy lunges for him.

Aksel yells out before he can stop himself, catching the guy’s wrists and stumbling backwards. They begin an uneven dance in the hallway, the guy snapping away at Aksel’s face, while Aksel tries to push him back. But he instinctively doesn’t let go of the guy’s wrists, as that would mean giving him the freedom to claw away at Aksel. Instead, he shoves him up against the wall. The guy gives a grunt as the back of his head takes a blow. It causes him half a second of confusion, which is enough for Aksel to let go with one hand and thrust his palm into the scalpel still lodged in the guy’s eye.

It goes in all the way, like a knife into soft butter, and Aksel’s palm is splattered with blood and what’s left of the guy’s eyeball. The guy collapses to the floor, like a computer having its power cut.

Aksel steps back and stares at the gooey mess on his hand, feeling like he’s about to vomit.

There’s no time, though. Every zombie on the entire floor has turned their attention on him. From one side comes a veritable horde, led by the teenage girl who’s been drawn back out from the room she just entered. From the other side comes the single zombie who was guarding the fire door.

This is it. Go, go, go!

Aksel runs at the single zombie. The hallway is 12, maybe 14 feet wide. It should be enough to make it past the zombie, even if the guy lunges for him, which he does.

Aksel slams up against the wall, almost knocking himself out, but he manages to stay on his feet and tumbles past the zombie, the guy’s bloody fingertips nearly brushing his shirt.

Then Aksel has a clear path to the fire door.

Please, don’t let it be locked … Don’t let it be locked!

With his pulse roaring away in his ears, mixed with the choir of groans from behind, Aksel throws himself at the fire door, and—
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Reaching the fire exit staircase, Jakob grabs the railing with both hands and swings himself over, collapsing clumsily on the metal landing. He doesn’t make any effort to move or even help Frida. For ten seconds, he just lies there, feeling his arms and legs twitch and buzz as blood flows freely through the muscles.

“I made it,” he mutters, staring at the staircase zigzagging up towards the night sky. “I can’t believe I made it …”

Frida steps over the railing, her face coming into view. She smiles down at him, exhausted. “Well done. Now we just need to decide—up, down or in?”

Jakob sits up. There’s a heavy fire door leading into the hospital. Looking up, the stairs seem to go all the way to the roof. And the same downwards. Being on the fifth floor, they’re closer to the ground.

“Huh,” Frida says, leaning over the railing. “I’m not so sure there’s much choice anyway.”

“Why not?” Jakob asks, wincing as he gets to his feet.

Following Frida’s gaze, he sees what can only be described as a blockade at the bottom of the staircase. A heavy metal grid has been placed around it, and it looks most of all like an enclosure for undead people. Jakob counts at least twenty sets of zombie arms reaching out through the grid, clawing at the nearest people, which are all either medics, law enforcement or firefighters. All of them dressed in heavy protection. There’s a safety zone around the fencing, marked by a yellow plastic band.

“Okay, down is out,” Jakob agrees.

“Yep, and listen,” Frida says, pointing at the door.

Jakob steps closer. Someone is scratching away at the inside of the door. “Guess you’re right,” he shrugs. “Up’s the way. Great. Let’s go even higher.”

“We’ll check the other floors,” Frida says, “but I’m not hopeful. They said all but four and eight were unsafe, remember? And now eight is gone, too.”

“So basically, we’re still fucked,” Jakob concludes.

“Let’s just try and—”

Frida stops talking when the handle to the fire door suddenly turns. It happens so fast, neither of them has time to react before the door is pushed open and someone comes bursting out.
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—falls flat on the metal landing.

Someone cries out above him. It sounds like a living person. What’s more: It sounds like someone he knows well.

“Axe?”

Aksel scrambles to his feet and sees Jakob and Frida standing there, staring back at him.

“What the … what the hell, man?” Jakob says, a shaky smile forming at the corner of his mouth. “What are you …? I mean, how did you …?”

Aksel is so surprised, for a moment he completely forgets about the open fire door. Luckily, Frida has enough sense to slam it shut, only seconds before the zombie can reach it. It immediately resumes clawing away on the inside.

Then she falls on Aksel, hugging him tightly. The smell of her hair mixed with sweat sends a brief flash from last night through his memory. It feels like something that happened years ago. He feels the cool night air on his skin and inhales deeply.

“I’m so fucking relieved to see you, man,” Jakob says.

“What the fuck are you guys still doing here?” Aksel demands, taking Frida by the arms, staring at them in turn. “I thought … I thought you’d get evacuated.”

“No,” she says, shaking her head. “There wasn’t time. I think they started clearing the floors from the ground up, but … they haven’t reached this floor yet.”

“We had to climb out the window,” Jakob chimes in. “It was really insane.” He looks Aksel up and down. “How did you get up here? Through the chimney?”

“Air duct,” Aksel says, absentmindedly brushing his arms, which are covered in a layer of sticky dust. “And you shouldn’t touch me …”

Jakob was about to reach out for him, but now he pulls back. “Why not?”

Aksel sighs, crouches down and pulls up his pantleg. As he rolls down the sock, his skin is all clean underneath. And there’s no wounds or anything. “What the fuck?” he mutters. “I’m sure I felt …” He checks the other leg, although that’s the one still wearing a shoe, so that can’t have been the one Dahl bit into. That one is also unharmed. He checks the other ankle one more time, then looks up at Frida and Jakob. “Am I losing it here? Can you guys see any bite marks or anything?”

“Nah,” Jakob says, shaking his head.

Frida shrugs. “Looks fine to me.”

Aksel slumps down onto his ass. He feels like crying from relief. He can’t believe it. He was absolutely sure Dahl bit through his skin. Perhaps it was just the panic that made him feel it.

“Fuck, I was sure I was dead,” Aksel breathes, feeling immense relief flood his exhausted system. “Guess I got a second chance.”

“I think we’ll need a third chance, too,” Frida says, looking down. “Because someone’s coming for us!”

Aksel looks down through the holes in the metal landing and sees two—no, three—figures step out from the open fire escape door one floor below. They’re all moving in that shuffling way that Aksel has already grown used to seeing.

“All right, let’s move,” Aksel says, grabbing Jakob by the shirt and ushering him towards the steps leading to the next level. As he scales them up, Aksel gestures for Frida to go next.

“You go first,” she tells him. “Follow your brother.”

“What, and miss the chance to look at your butt? No dice, ma’am. After you.”

She snorts. “Almost dying didn’t change you, I see.”

“Nope, I also still hate Ed Sheeran and pick my nose when no one’s watching.”

“You’re such a charmer,” she grins, planting a peck on his cheek.

“Thank you,” he smiles. “Now, go, please. Before that dude figures out how to climb stairs.”
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“What do we do?”

Stig stares from Svein to the zombie behind the terrace door.

Svein doesn’t skip a beat. “We kill it, of course. That’s what you do with zombies, isn’t it?”

“But we don’t have any weapons.”

Svein looks around the back garden, his eyes fixing on something. “There! That’s perfect.”

Stig turns to see the hill in which someone’s been digging a large hole. In front of it is a wheelbarrow, a pickaxe and a shovel. “Come on, man,” he grins nervously. “You can’t be seri—”

“Dibs on the pickaxe,” Svein says, already headed across the lawn.

Stig is usually more levelheaded than his brother, but that really doesn’t say much. They’re both great at getting each other riled up, and whenever one of them gets a crazy idea, the other rarely backs down, as that would mean losing face.

So, Stig follows his brother across the frozen lawn.

“No, you stay,” Svein instructs over his shoulder. “Make sure it doesn’t break out yet.”

“But I need a weapon too!”

“I’ll bring you the shovel, don’t worry.”

Stig reluctantly goes back to the terrace door.

Looking up at the gaunt face, he shivers, even though it’s hard to make out the details, since the glass is all foggy from spit and grease. It’s a man, not that old, around Mom’s age. He’s obviously taken a beating—or rather, a biting; Stig can see marks from teeth on his neck.

It makes him wonder ... who killed the guy? Are there more zombies around? Is the village crawling with them? Is this the apocalypse? Since the undead are both in Torik, twenty miles away, and also here, in Bodum, they could be everywhere. All across Norway. Heck, all across the world. Perhaps some catastrophic event took place that’s causing dead people to wake back up, just like in Walking Dead, where—

“Hey, Stig!”

His brother’s voice makes him turn and look. Svein is standing next to the wheelbarrow, looking into the hole in the hill. He’s taken out his phone and is using the flash.

“What is it?” Stig asks.

“Come check this out, man.”

“What? It’s just a hole.”

“Yeah, but it’s really deep. I think it goes like, way down into the underground ...”

Stig glances back at the terrace door. The zombie is still going at it, but the chair seems to be holding the door firmly. So, he begins to walk towards his brother. By now, Svein has stepped inside the hole.

“Hey, wait up, man!”

But Svein doesn’t listen. He goes deeper inside the hill. Stig didn’t bring his own phone, so he can’t light his way like Svein. He runs to the hill and stops in front of the opening. Svein has disappeared from sight, because the hole—which is really more of a tunnel—slopes downwards. The faint glow from his cellphone is still visible.

“Svein! Come back! I don’t have any light!”

Stig’s voice is swallowed up by the hill, and Svein doesn’t seem to hear him.

“You asshole,” he grumbles. “Couldn’t you just wait a second?”

He’s about to step inside the opening, when his brother screams out. Stig jolts. The sound is so piercing, so full of horror, it doesn’t sound like he’s faking it—even though that would be very much like Svein to pull a prank like that.

But there’s also other noises: a deep, bearlike growl, and smacking, snapping and crunching sounds. It reminds Stig of that time he found a frog on the road and slowly drove over it with his scooter, crushing the animal under the front tire.

Then, just as suddenly as Svein began screaming, he stops again.

The light from his phone is still there, but Stig can’t hear anything from inside the hill.

“Svein?” he calls out, his voice breaking. “If that was a joke, it’s really messed-up …”

No answer. Just deep silence.

There’s a fair chance this is a stupid trick his brother is playing on him. He could have used his phone to play those noises. He’s probably crouching inside the hill, covering his mouth so as to not snigger, just waiting for Stig to come find him so he can jump out and scare the shit out of him.

“Hey, man? It’s not funny. And I’m not coming in there to find you …”

Still, nothing.

Stig feels like peeing. He shifts his weight back and forth. Glancing up at the house, he can still see the zombie through the terrace door. Suddenly, Stig notices he’s not just excited; he’s terrified. Something about this place feels very wrong. Unnatural.

“Svein? I’m leaving now. You can spend the night in there if you want.”

Finally, his brother appears. His figure comes into view, silhouetted against the glow from the phone, which he’s left behind.

“Fuck you, I knew you were messing with me,” Stig says, breaking into a nervous laughter. “You had me going for a moment, though.”

Svein doesn’t answer, he just comes towards the opening. Something about the way he’s walking makes Stig frown. It looks like he’s limping.

“Hey, you okay?”

Svein answers the question. But not with words. Instead, a low, guttural growl escapes him, as he steps out of the hill, and his features become visible in the dim light from the night sky.

Stig begins screaming at the sight of his brother.

Svein looks like he’s been through a meat grinder. A lot of his bones have obviously been broken. His left foot is missing all together. His clothes are barely clinging on, and huge chunks of flesh are missing all over.

Stig is still screaming as he begins backing up. He steps on the shovel, falls on his ass, and Svein uses the opportunity to lunge at him. Stig grabs his brother’s wrists, struggling to keep him from biting his face off. An awful smell of dirt and blood fills his nose as Svein writhes, scratches and snaps his teeth.

“Get off!” Stig shrieks, managing to wrestle his brother sideways, then he himself rolls the opposite way. He jumps to his feet and runs blindly, realizing too late he’s headed straight for the hole in the hill. He stops in front of the opening, spins around and sees Svein getting up.

Right next to Stig is the pickaxe. He bends down, grabs it and holds it up high. “You back off, man! Stay the fuck away from me!” It’s only when he hears his voice tremble and break that he realizes he’s bawling like a baby. “Don’t come any closer, Svein! I mean it! I’ll fucking kill you!”

And to his surprise, Svein actually stops. His arms go to his side, he stops groaning, and he tilts his head in a gesture which seems almost like a question. Like his brother is saying: “Listen, I was just messing around.”

Stig breathes fast, still holding the pickaxe ready. But his brother just keeps standing there, staring at him.

“What … what are you doing?” Stig asks, sniveling. “Do you … do you still recognize me?” He feels a glimmer of hope.

Svein doesn’t answer. Instead, he leans a bit sideways. And at that moment, it finally dawns on Stig that his brother is not looking at him. He’s looking at something behind him.

Stig turns around and drops the pickaxe.

As the creature materializes from the darkness, Stig begins peeing himself. It’s so big, even though the hole is tall enough for a grown man to stand upright, the thing is hunched over. It looks like a giant spider coming through a keyhole. And as it reaches out huge, bony hands to grab and yank him inside the hill, Stig begins screaming again.
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It takes them a couple of minutes to reach the top of the hospital. They check every fire door they pass, but none of them open.

It’s not easy for Jakob to climb with his busted hand, but he manages. The bigger challenge is that he’s exhausted, dizzy and absolutely terrified at the drop below.

The last level of the fire escape leads to the roof through a metal-bar door. Jakob is surprised to see a lot of people there. They’re standing or sitting around in the middle, most of them civilians or hospital staff. There are a few soldiers there, too, wearing full body armor.

“Huh,” Frida says as she joins Jakob. She’s barely out of breath from the climb. “Looks like others got the same idea.”

Aksel climbs the last flight of stairs and stands up straight with a groan. “I really need to sit down soon …” He points down through the platform. “Looks like he’s catching on. But he’s not very fast.”

Jakob takes the metal handle and tries to turn it, when he sees the chain and padlock. They both look brand new. Like they were just put here ten minutes ago. “They locked it,” he mumbles. “We can’t get through.”

“I think that’s a clever move,” Aksel says, stepping over to the metal door. “So any stair-climbing zombies won’t come through and surprise them. And there’s more of them now.”

He points down, and Jakob sees at least four dead people now, all of them trying to go up the fire stairs.

Aksel waves at the people on the roof. “Hey! Hello! Over here!”

The nearest soldier hears him and immediately jogs over. It’s a young guy, heavyset and with squinty eyes behind the visor. “You guys all right? Any of you hurt?”

“No, we’re fine,” Aksel tells him. “Just a little banged up. Are you evacuating people from up here?”

The soldier nods. “We’re waiting for a helicopter.”

“Great! Can you let us through, please?”

The soldier hesitates. “Have you been in close contact with anyone infected?”

“No,” Aksel tells him, before Jakob or Frida can say anything. “We weren’t scratched, bitten or even touched. We swear on our lives.”

The soldier looks them up and down, one at a time. His eyes fix on Jakob’s bandaged hand. “Hey, what’s that?”

“I … I, uhm …”

“That happened before,” Aksel comes to the rescue. “He was a patient here, as you can see. Lost his finger in an accident.”

“So that injury was not caused by anyone infected?”

“No, of course not,” Aksel says. “That would count as close contact, wouldn’t it? I already told you, we haven’t—”

The soldier pulls out what Jakob first takes to be a gun and points it at Aksel’s head. His brother pulls back. “Whoa!”

“It’s okay,” the soldier says. “It’s an infrared thermometer. I just need to check your temperatures. Make sure you don’t have a fever.”

“So, you don’t believe us then?” Aksel says.

“It’s procedure. Step a little closer, please.” The soldier aims the laser instrument at Aksel’s forehead. It beeps, and the soldier reads the number. “You’re fine. Now, you.” He gestures for Frida to step forward, and she does. She checks out, too. Then it’s Jakob’s turn.

“He might have a slight fever,” Aksel says. “But it’s not from any infection, I guarantee you.”

The soldier points the laser at Jakob’s forehead. Then he checks the display. To Jakob, it feels like he looks at it for the longest time. When he looks up, his expression is slightly less tense. “You’re fine, too. No fever.”

Frida draws a sigh of relief.

“Great, can we come through now?” Aksel asks.

“Hold on a minute,” the soldier says. He takes out a radio, then steps a little back. “Sergeant? I have three people by the east fire escape … Yeah, all three of them … They claim to be fine … No, no fever … But one of them has an injured hand … Claims it’s prior … No, he’s wearing regular clothes … Hold on, sir.” The soldier looks at Jakob. “Social security number, please?”

Jakob glances at Aksel, then recites the number.

The soldier repeats it to whoever is on the other end. “All right, I’ll hold …”

Frida leans close to Jakob and whispers: “It’s fine, they’re just checking hospital records to find out if you really were admitted here ahead of the incident.”

“Yes, sir,” the soldier says, listening as he eyes Jakob. “Name, please?”

“Jakob Larsen.”

“And what kind of accident did you have?”

“I was … I was in a car crash.”

The soldier is visibly relieved. “It checks out, sir. Yes, I will.”

Jakob feels his hopes rise. We’re really getting out of here alive …

The soldier ends the call and puts away the phone.

“See, I told you.” Aksel smiles at him. “We weren’t lying.”

“No, I believe you,” the soldier says, but doesn’t unlock the door.

Aksel frowns. “Then what are you waiting for?”

“I need to wait ten minutes, then check your temperatures again.”

“Jesus,” Aksel cuts him off. “You said you believe us, man. What’s the problem then?”

“The fever could not have presented yet, and we have to—”

“We don’t have ten minutes,” Frida blurts out. “There are dead people coming!”

The soldier tightens the grip on his gun. He steps closer and tries to look down.

Jakob hates to do it, but he takes a look. The sight is even more horrifying now. He counts ten, maybe even twenty dead people, all scaling the staircase.

“If you don’t open it, we’re dead,” Aksel says. “It’s that simple.”

The soldier chews on his lip, obviously unsure what to do.

“Look at me, man,” Aksel says, grabbing the metal bars. “We’re not infected. We would never put anyone else in danger just to save our own asses. I give you my word.”

Jakob can’t help but feel a punch to the gut at his brother’s words. They remind him how all of this—every single person who’s died today and will die later—is on him. He wishes for the umpteenth time that he’d just listened to Viggo.

“Okay,” the soldier says, turning the combination on the padlock. “I trust you guys.”

“Thank you,” Frida breathes as the soldier pulls away the chain and opens the door.

“We owe you one,” Aksel says, stepping through. “I’ll buy you a beer when this is over, how’s that?”

The soldier grins. “Let’s just worry about getting through the day alive, huh?”

“What’s that?” Frida asks, looking around. “That noise?”

Jakob becomes aware of a deep rumbling sound which is growing steadily louder.

“It’s the helicopter,” the soldier says, waving at them. “Come on, hurry up.”


54


“Rolf? Son? You awake?”

Anders slaps his son’s cheek gently. He’s slumped over in the wheelchair, his bandaged head resting on his shoulder.

The boy grunts and looks up at him with groggy eyes. “Oh, hey, Dad …”

“Hey. I told you, don’t fall asleep now.”

“Sorry,” Rolf yawns. “I was just … so tired …”

“It’s okay. I just need you to stay awake a bit longer. Then you can sleep.”

“Okay, Dad.”

Anders is freezing his ass off. He doesn’t understand what’s taking them so long. Isn’t a damn helicopter supposed to be the fastest way to evacuate people? And yet they’ve been standing here, along with the other poor suckers, for what feels like hours. Anders didn’t even bring his jacket or anything, and the air up here is way below zero.

It all happened so fast. Rolf had just gotten out of surgery, and Anders had gone down to the cantina to fetch him some juice, when an alarm started blaring. Within seconds, the entire floor was full of people running. Anders headed for the elevator, but it was blocked. Instead, he ran for the stairs, desperate to get back to his son.

He almost got bitten in the stairway. A younger porter came from out of nowhere, lunging at him. Anders managed to dodge him just at the last second, sending him tumbling down the steps.

When he reached Rolf’s room, he saw to his utter horror the nurse standing over the bed, and his son—still weakened from the anesthesia—trying to fight her off.

Anders lost it completely. He grabbed the woman, flung her into the wall headfirst. She tried to get back up, but Anders kicked her hard, over and over. As she went down, he started stomping her head. He heard her skull give way under his shoe—his new, expensive leather shoes, which he bought because he’d just gotten the new job. Now, they’re all messy with blood and brains.

It wasn’t until Rolf cried for him to stop that Anders finally snapped out of it and realized the nurse was way beyond dead. Really dead.

He went to barricade the door, then checked on his son. He was fine, just badly shaken. The nurse hadn’t bitten him. And there were no visible scratches.

Except for one.

On his forehead. Right under his hairline. It was tiny. Thin. Barely bleeding. One of her nails must have grazed him.

But it was enough.

Within twenty minutes, the skin on Rolf’s forehead started turning greenish. At first, Anders didn’t want to admit it. He tried cleaning the wound, using stuff he found in the cabinet. Rolf whined at the pain. He was still drifting in and out of consciousness. The anesthesia would take a few hours to wear off, the surgeon had told them.

Being trapped for two hours in the room, listening to the voice over the speakers repeat the message over and over, Anders started to realize how bad the situation was. And how he needed to get his son the care that he needed. But that meant getting him out of here. Because the hospital was turning into chaos, and everyone was in a panic. The authorities were more interested in containing the disease than actually helping the sick.

So, Anders made his choice. They were getting out of here. He hoisted his son—who was starting to spike a fever—into the wheelchair, and told him to stay put. Then he found a roll of gauze and wrapped it carefully around his head, covering the scratch and the discolored skin. Lastly, he found a cool bag in the fridge, which he shoved up under the bandage.

Rolf thanked him and smiled up at him. It was nice, bringing the fever down a bit.

Anders then listened carefully by the door until he was fairly certain none of the dead were close. As he opened it to take a peek, he saw a clean run to the fire door, and he took it, bringing Rolf and wheelchair.

They were on the second-to-top floor, so they only needed to scale two more levels. Anders lifted his son over his shoulder, and the wheelchair could be folded and brought along. It wasn’t easy, but they made it.

The soldier interviewed them, and Anders lied and told them that none of them were infected. They were asked what Rolf was admitted for, and Anders told him truthfully that it was to have a mole removed. He didn’t say where, and the soldier just assumed it was somewhere on his scalp. When he took out the laser thermometer, Anders thanked heaven that he put the cool bag under the bandage, because the soldier found that the boy’s temperature was normal.

And so, they were let through.

And now, Rolf is getting weaker and paler by the minute, and that damned helicopter still hasn’t shown up.

As though his thoughts have summoned it, he hears the rotors through the night.

He hears the other survivors draw sighs of relief, some of them even hooting at the prospect of getting out here.

“Thank goodness,” Anders whispers, crouching down next to Rolf to say in the boy’s ear: “We’re leaving now, Rolf. Are you still with me?”

“Uh-huh,” the boy mumbles, but he can’t seem to open his eyes.

It’s okay. We’ll make it. As soon as we’re in the air, they’ll have to take us to a doctor. Just five more minutes, and we’re out of here.

“All right, people!” one of the soldiers shouts. “Form a line, please, starting from where I’m standing. You’ll all have to have your temperature checked one last time before boarding the helicopter, so please cooperate, and you’ll be on your way to safety before you know it.”

Anders tenses up. He discreetly feels Rolf’s neck. He’s burning up. The fever is really bad. But his forehead is still relatively cool, thanks to the cool bag.

Will it be enough to fool the thermometer one more time?
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He closes the door quietly as he exits the house. Then he takes out his phone and calls the number one more time.

Seeing his home again, all his stuff, the familiar smells, it almost made him burst into tears of relief. He hadn’t expected to see any of it again.

And now he has to leave it once more. Because the police keep giving him an automated message, telling him they can’t get to the phone right now.

Kristoffer had really hoped he wouldn’t have to go back over to Helda and Halgrim’s house. But he can’t trust the garden chair to hold forever. If the zombie manages to push open the terrace door, Kristoffer needs to be there to stop it. After all, he’s very likely the only one who knows about the threat. And all it would take to kill the entire village of Bodum is one zombie on the loose. Which means—

“You’ve reached Torik Police,” the same voice him. “We’re not able to answer—”

“Damnit,” Kristoffer snarls, ending the call. He didn’t want to dial 911. He doesn’t want to talk to someone from Oslo or another big city. He’s afraid they won’t understand the danger, and simply send someone out here who doesn’t understand, either. He would feel more safe knowing that someone local came to take care of this.

Then again, the police officer who Kristoffer had to kill was as local as they got, and he sure didn’t do much good.

“Okay,” Kristoffer mutters, crossing the dark, empty street, as he walks briskly towards number 11. He dials those famous three numbers.

Just as he places the phone to his ear, a scream cuts through the quiet night.

“Nine one one, what’s your emergency?” a woman asks him.

Kristoffer has stopped walking. He’s listening. No more screaming. But it came from Helda and Halgrim’s place. He’s sure of it.

Shit, it got out!

“Nine one one, what’s your emergency?” the woman asks again.

“Uhm,” Kristoffer says, as he begins to run. “My emergency is … there are zombies here … in Bodum … at least one of them … it’s very dangerous, and very contagious … you need to send someone who can deal with it … now, please! I think it just hurt someone …”

The woman asks him something, but Kristoffer ends the call, drops the phone into his pocket and slows down as he reaches the house. He pulls out the golf club from the back of his belt. It was the only suitable means of self-protection he could find in his house, and he suspects it’ll do pretty well against the zombie. It’s long, heavy and easy to swing.

Gripping the handle tightly, he walks around to the back.

His eyes go to the terrace door. And to his surprise, he finds it closed, the chair still in place, the zombie still pushing from the inside.

Kristoffer lets out a long, trembling breath. “Fuck, it was a false alarm … but then who was screaming?”

In the dimly lit back garden, Kristoffer can just make out the grass, due to the frost that’s glittering on the straws. And he sees a set of shoeprints—no, two sets—leading from the terrace to the hill. They’re not very big, most likely children. Kristoffer goes to the edge of the terrace. He doesn’t want to step onto the grass if he can help it. Something about that hole in the hill gives him the shivers, and he would hate to get too close to it.

From here, he can see the shoeprints leading back out from the hill again, both heading for the hedge. It looks very much like someone squeezed through, because some of the branches are broken.

They went right for the neighbors’ house, Kristoffer thinks. I sure hope they didn’t—

Another scream. This one’s a woman. And it’s coming from the neighbors’ house.

Then, a man joins in.

“Oh, no,” Kristoffer breathes. “No, no, no …”

He’s just about to run to the next house, hoping that he can still prevent disaster from spiraling, when a sound from the terrace door makes him stop.

The chair finally gives way, the door swings open, and the zombie comes staggering out.
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Frida watches the helicopter slowly touch down on the roof. The wind from the rotor causes her hair to go flailing, and the sound is deafening.

Someone squeezes her arm.

Frida looks at Aksel.

“You okay?” he asks loudly.

She nods. “I’m just dying to get out of here.”

“Yeah, me too. And speaking of dying …” He points to the metal-bar door. “They’re really piling up, huh?”

Frida shivers at the sight. Several dozen arms are reaching through the bars. A horde of zombies have scaled the stairs, and she can only guess as to how many more are standing in line below, squeezing and shoving impatiently.

“Good thing we made it up here in time,” she tells Aksel.

“Yeah, I don’t think anyone else is getting off this roof anytime soon. Hey, look, we’re moving …”

Frida realizes that the queue is getting shorter. People are boarding the helicopter. She steps forward, following the man in front of her, who’s pushing a wheelchair. There’s a boy in the chair, not more than nine or ten, and he’s wearing a crudely attached bandage around his head. He appears to be sleeping.

The soldier with the thermometer gestures for the man to stop, but it looks for a moment like he’s trying to push ahead.

“Hold it one moment, sir!”

“Is it really necessary?” the man shouts. “Shouldn’t we just get out of here?”

“We just need one last check, then you can go!”

The man shakes his head in annoyance. But he leans forward and lets the soldier check him with the laser. Then the soldier crouches down and aims the laser at the boy. Frida notices the bandage has been pulled all the way down over the boy’s eyebrows.

“Wait a minute,” she says, stepping forward. “You can’t measure his temperature like that. It won’t read right through the bandage.”

“What the hell do you care?” the man snarls at her. Frida is taken aback at the anger in his face. He’s even showing his teeth. “Why don’t you just mind your own damn business? Can’t you see my son’s been through surgery?”

“Yes, and … I’m sorry,” Frida stutters. “But ... I’m a nurse, and I—”

A woman inside the helicopter screams. Frida looks over to see her pointing out at something behind them.

“Oh, shit!” Aksel exclaims.

Frida turns her head, and her bowels drop.

The metal-bar door has given way to the sheer pressure of the dead people pushing on it. They’re now streaming out, all headed this way.

“You’re both clear,” the soldier shouts. “Move along, please!”

The man needs no further invitation. He rushes to the helicopter with the wheelchair, and the other soldiers begin helping him and the boy on board.

The soldier checks the temperature on Frida, Aksel and Jakob. They’re all cleared, and the soldier runs with them over to the helicopter.

“Quickly! Get on board!”

The helicopter is already full. People are sitting on top of each other.

“Ladies first,” Aksel shouts, almost lifting Frida on board. “Hurry up!”

She squeezes in next to the boy, who’s no longer in his wheelchair, but sleeping on his dad’s lap.

Aksel helps Jakob up, and then he climbs up himself.

The soldiers are just about to shut the door. Frida gets one last look at the dead people crossing the roof. There’s a lot of them. Old, young, male, female, doctors, nurses, civilians. All of them green-faced and black-eyed.

Then she feels a hand grab her wrist hard, and she turns her head to look at the boy, who’s hissing at her. The bandage has come all the way down now, covering one of his eyes. The other one is just visible. And it’s completely black.

Frida screams as the boy lunges for her throat.
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It happens so fast.

Aksel doesn’t see it until it’s too late. He’s busy gawking out at the horde of zombies staggering across the roof.

Then, suddenly, Frida screams. She bumps into him, as she’s apparently trying to get away from something. As Aksel turns around, her scream turns to pain, and Aksel sees to his horror the boy—the one with the bandage—latching on to the soft skin of Frida’s neck. That same soft skin that Aksel was tenderly kissing just hours ago, is now torn to shreds, as the boy whips his head back, greedily swallowing the large chunk that he tore free.

Frida’s scream becomes gurgly as blood fills her windpipe, and she grabs wildly for Aksel. Even though Aksel immediately knows it’s too late, that’s she’ll be dead in seconds, he grabs her and pulls her back hard.

“Get out! Get out!” someone bellows, and Aksel realizes it’s himself.

He pulls Frida—who’s choking and gurgling and clutching her bleeding throat—and Jakob out of the helicopter, just as the boy rounds on his dad instead, biting the guy’s nose clean off.

As they hit the roof, Frida collapses, landing on her side. Aksel tries to hoist her up, but she’s gone limp.

“No, no,” he cries out, crouching next to her, turning her gently to catch her eyes. “No, please …”

But no amount of “please” will undo what just happened.

Frida stares up at him, fear and shock in her eyes, and she tries to speak.

“It’s okay,” Aksel tells her, not even sure what he’s saying. “I’m sorry.”

Then he gets back up, and as he turns around, he sees Jakob staring from Frida to the helicopter to the oncoming zombies. “We’re dead …” he says. His voice is drowned out by the roar of the helicopter, but Aksel reads his lips.

Then, darting one last look inside the helicopter, Aksel sees their rescue. He races in and rips the backpack from off the wall. Then he grabs Jakob and runs around the helicopter, just as the closest zombies reach them and grab for them. Aksel feels their fingers graze his arm.

Then they’re on the other side, running for the edge.

“Okay, listen to me, and listen carefully,” Aksel shouts, as they’re still running. “This fucking thing is only meant to carry one person, but we have no choice. We’re going to jump.”

Jakob stops abruptly. He’s turned even paler. “No,” he says, staring wide-eyed from Aksel to the edge of the roof. “No, I can’t …”

“Of course you can, you moron!” Aksel scolds him. “It’s easy. Gravity does all the work.”

He tries to pull his brother along, but Jakob pulls back, still shaking his head. “Just go! Just fucking go, okay? I’m staying!”

Aksel stops and stares at him in disbelief. “What the hell are you talking about? No way you’re staying!”

“Tell Dad I’m … I’m sorry about the truck.”

“You tell him yourself,” Aksel says, dragging him along. “‘Cause you’re coming with me.”

“No!“ Jakob rips free. “It won’t carry us both, Axe. You said so yourself.”

“It will. We’re both below average weight. We’ll just have to—“

“No!” Jakob shakes his head firmly, tears forming in his eyes now. “I already fucked everything up. I’m not causing your death too.”

“Hey!” Axe snaps, grabbing Jakob’s shoulder hard. He places his face so close to Jakob’s that their noses almost touch. He shoots fire with his eyes like he used to do when they were little and Jakob was in for a beating. “You cut that shit out. We either go together or stay together.”

Jakob shakes his head again, this time in resignation. He’s all out crying now. “It’s all because of me, Axe. All these people are dying … Frida … she’s dead … because of me.”

Aksel can’t help but glance over at the helicopter. They’ve bought themselves a few minutes. People are trying to get out of the helicopter, and the zombies are busy attacking everyone within reach.

“Yeah, you fucked up,” Aksel agrees, looking back at Jakob, while pulling on the backpack and strapping it on. “Want to try and fix it? Well, you don’t do that by throwing in the fucking towel. You do it by living to fight another day.”

Without further argument, he hoists Jakob up onto the edge, positioning him with his back to the sickening free fall. Jakob begins hyperventilating.

Three zombies have left the party and are now staggering around the helicopter, heading for Aksel and Jakob.

“Now, hold on with everything you’ve got,” Aksel says in Jakob’s ear, his voice still determined, but also very tense now. “In less than twenty seconds, we’ll be on the ground, safe and sound.”

Jakob tries to say something, but all he manages is a sob. He wraps his arms around Aksel’s waist and hugs him tightly. Behind them, Aksel can hear the groans from the crowd of zombies. Aksel looks back one more time, just to check how much time they’ve got.

He’ll regret doing that for the rest of his life.

“Ready?” he shouts.

“I’m sorry!” Jakob shouts back.

And—just as Aksel is about to tell him to cut it out—his little brother lets go and pushes himself out into a free fall.

“Nooo!“ Aksel hears himself scream, as he sees Jakob whirl through the air, their eyes meeting one last time before Jakob spins around.

Aksel doesn’t want to see, but he can’t help it. He just stands there, following his brother’s fall. All the way down. Until he hits the ground.

Aksel’s head is suddenly completely empty. All thoughts are gone. Sounds too. His ears are ringing. He’s barely there.

Then, just as groping fingers brush his back, Aksel jumps out.

***

Want to read Halgrim’s notebook and find out how it all started?

Grab it for free now by joining Nick's newsletter at

nick-clausen.com/draug
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Or, continue to book 2:

nick-clausen.com/cadaver2
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