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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—
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—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.
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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.


20



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.


47



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.”
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“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.
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Even though he’s tried it several times now, he never gets used to that intense feeling of free-falling.

It’s like his gut pulls up into his chest, while a brief, electric current shoots through his limbs—probably the brain’s way of telling the body to prepare for impact.

Aksel doesn’t plan on hitting the ground, though. With a jump this small, he knows he should open the parachute basically right away, so he does.

He hears it unfold with a reassuring flap of fabric, then there’s the abrupt brake as the chute catches the air, and Aksel’s legs are swung downwards.

Right away, he can tell several things are off. First, he’s too close to the hospital building. So close that there’s a real risk the chute will get drawn to it and collapse. Secondly, he’s going way too fast. The street below comes rushing up towards him. A lot of cars are parked down there, most of them police, ambulances or military. There’s a good chance he’ll touch down on top of one of them, which will make for a break-leg landing.

Aksel shouts out in panic, yanking the right toggle. He manages to swerve sideways just enough not to graze the building. The swing also slows down the fall a bit more, and he aims for a strip of street that’s free of any vehicles.

This is going to hurt, is his last thought as he pulls up his legs, tugging both toggles as hard as he can.

The landing is by no means graceful. But it doesn’t kill him.

He softens the blow as best he can, collapsing and rolling. He slams his shoulder hard on the curb, then the chute covers him. Rolling over a few more times, Aksel ends up on his back, entangled in the white fabric.

He just lies there for a second, panting and internally scanning his body. His knees, shoulder and hips hurt like hell, but it doesn’t feel like he broke anything.

Fuck, I made it. I can’t believe I made it.

Then shouting, distorted voices come closer. He feels someone pull at the chute, beginning to untangle him. Aksel tries to help, but he can’t tell what’s up and down. Finally, the cover is yanked aside, and he blinks as he looks around the street.

It feels like a scene from a disaster movie. All the emergency vehicles, armed soldiers, barriers, flashing lights, paramedics in full protective gear. And of course, a crowd of spectators. The closest ones are all staring at Aksel, shock and relief on their faces. A couple of them even clap and cheer.

Aksel gets the insane impulse to stand up and bow. Before he can do that, however, a soldier wearing a gasmask steps in front of him, cutting his vision, shouting something at him. Aksel’s ears are buzzing, and he tries to tell the soldier that he’s fine, no need to worry.

He soon realizes, however, that the soldier doesn’t care too much about whether Aksel is hurt or not. After having shouted at him for a while, the guy simply steps over, grabs him hard and pulls him to his feet. Then he steps back, pointing the weapon at Aksel’s chest. Another soldier—whom Aksel didn’t notice until now—swoops in from the back, and with a few quick movements, he unfastens the parachute and throws it aside.

“Turn to your left!” the first soldier bellows, gesturing with his weapon. “Left! Now! Begin walking!”

Having a gun aimed at him, Aksel automatically holds up his hands. “Look, I’m not infected,” he begins. “You can check my—”

These soldiers are a lot less talkative than the one on the roof. Having lost their patience, they grab him from each side, almost lifting him off the ground. They drag him across the street, then around to the north side of the hospital—the one opposite the main entrance.

Aksel finds himself suddenly resisting. He doesn’t want to go this way, even though he can’t immediately tell why not. The soldiers pay little heed to his attempts at stopping.

“Please don’t,” Aksel hears himself say. “Please, I don’t want to see him …”

And that’s when he realizes where his panic and aversion are coming from. The soldiers are leading him right towards the place where Jakob fell.

He doesn’t want to look, but he can’t help it.

He can’t actually see his little brother, for which he’s grateful, because two paramedics in hazmat suits are crouched next to him, blocking everything from view. Except for one foot.

Then they’re past, and Aksel gulps in big breaths, not sure if he’s about to cry or puke or both. An awful movie begins playing for his inner vision. Jakob dropping, falling through the air, his eyes huge and terrified.

Aksel retches. He doesn’t have anything in his stomach, so it’s only bile and spit that comes up. The soldiers don’t slow down or try to help him in any way, and Aksel stumbles along as he keeps puking.

When it finally subsides, the soldiers stop, and Aksel looks up through tears to find himself in front of a metal fence. It looks like an improvised cattle pen. Except it’s for people. At least fifty of them are inside, standing or sitting around. It’s a mixture of civilians, hospital staff, and patients. A few of them are wearing jackets and beanies, but most are in regular clothes and obviously freezing. Blankets have been passed around, along with bottles of water.

Outside the enclosure are tents, and Aksel can see paramedics working inside, checking people before shipping them into ambulances. He can’t see any zombies, which is a relief.

The whole scene is sharply lit by floodlights placed all around the fence. The projectors are blinding, and beyond them, Aksel can’t see anything but darkness. He assumes this is what it feels like to shoot a movie at night.

A masked paramedic appears in front of him, shining a bright light into his eyes, then pointing one of those laser thermometers at his forehead while telling him to hold still. Aksel tries to comply, but he’s trembling like a leaf. He’s not sure whether it’s from shock or the cold or both.

“Clean!” the paramedic shouts. “Open!”

Two armed guards pull a gate aside. Someone slaps a folded blanket in Aksel’s arms, and he’s shoved inside. They immediately close the gate behind him. Aksel looks around at the other people in the enclosure. Not many of them even bother to look at him. They all seem shell-shocked, scared or depressed. Many of them are talking on cell phones.

Aksel checks his pocket. His phone is still there, and for a split-second, he’s about to call up Jakob.

Then it hits him like a blow to the midsection. He gasps, hoping no one heard him.

Aksel unfolds the blanket with shaky hands, wraps it around his shoulders, and goes to the corner closest to the hospital, where no one else seem to want to hang out. There’s a few feet from the fence to the building. Some of the windows are dark, some of them lit. In two of them, Aksel can see dead people clawing away at the glass. At least ten of them. He gets why the others don’t feel like standing here. He feels like a deer with predators staring hungrily at him, and he can’t help but shiver.

At least they’ve contained them.

“Axe?”

A familiar voice makes him turn around.
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“More than four hundred people infected. My God, can you believe it?”

Ella looks back to see her aunt Greta who just entered the living room. She’s holding a cup of tea, staring at the television. The public news channel is on, but at very low volume, showing overhead scenes from the hospital up at Torik. The current headline running at the bottom reads: Torik outbreak: 421 people infected, 98 dead so far

“Yeah, it’s crazy,” Ella agrees, shifting on the couch. “They just said it’s the worst disaster in modern history. Even worse than the Utøya attacks in 2011.”

The shot changes to show medical personnel on the ground. They’re all wearing heavy protective suits and working within a set perimeter marked by steel fences. Armed soldiers are stationed every twenty feet or so, their backs to the hospital. The scene is lit up by sharp floodlights. As the camera pans around, it reveals dozens of faces, all of them wearing masks.

“I don’t get it,” Greta goes on. “Look at all those people just standing there. Why aren’t they at home? If it was me living in Torik, I’d keep as far away from the hospital as I could. I mean, why are they even allowed so close to the scene? What if it’s airborne?”

“It’s not,” Ella says. “They had some doctor on just two minutes ago. He said they now know it’s like AIDS. It has to be transferred by either blood or saliva.”

“Okay, so they know that, but they still have no idea what it is?”

“It’s a new strain of virus, he said. But it’s not uncommon. Viruses mutate, new ones are created every day. It’s just like with Covid.”

Greta shivers. “If you don’t mind me saying, I can’t recall people jumping voluntarily to their death from having caught Covid …” She nods towards the screen where they now show people falling from the roof of the hospital. It looks like most of them are noninfected trying to get away from the infected.

“Jesus,” Ella mutters, feeling sick to her stomach.

She’s once again glad that they’re several miles from Torik, and that her mom is even farther away, all the way down in Trondheim. She called her earlier, asking if she was watching the news. She also discreetly floated the question if she wanted to end her stay at her cousin’s sooner than planned, and that she’d be happy to come get her. Ella told her it was fine; she could stay the night here. She knew her mom had to work early, and she didn’t want her to drive all the way up here in the middle of the night.

“We really shouldn’t be watching this,” Greta says, picking up the remote, just as Marit comes back from the bathroom.

She’s put on her night T-shirt. Her eyes go immediately to the screen. “Any news on Dad?”

“No, but I’m sure he’s fine,” Greta says, forcing a smile as she turns off the TV. “The two of you are off to bed now. It’s past midnight.”

“Mom, seriously,” Marit says. “You said I could stay until Dad gets home.”

“Yes, but that could take a while.”

“I don’t get it,” Marit insists, as her mother gently ushers her towards the stairs. “His shift ended at six, he should have been out of there before this thing happened. Why hasn’t he at least called?”

“They said the first reports of people being infected happened just after noon,” Ella mutters in a low voice.

Greta looks back at her and takes a deep breath, obviously steadying herself. Then she looks at Marit. “I’m sure your father is okay, honey. He’s probably in quarantine. They said they weren’t taking any chances, and anyone leaving the hospital had to go through a full medical checkup. Come on, off to bed.”

“Why?” Marit asks, crossing her arms. “It’s not like we’re going to school tomorrow anyways.”

“No,” Greta says patiently. “But you still need to get some sleep. Come now. You too, Ella.”

“I just need to brush my teeth,” Ella says, getting up from the couch.

“All right. Will you turn off the lights before you come upstairs?”

“Sure.”

“Goodnight.”

“Night.”

Ella goes to the hallway, not bothering to turn on the lights. She knows her way around. As she opens the door to the bathroom, she pauses briefly as she sees light coming from the keyhole. Marit probably forgot to turn it off.

Ella steps inside, and almost screams.


3



Klavs opens the fridge, squinting at the light.

He’s been trying to go to sleep for hours now, but that damn cough is keeping him awake. He needs something to quell it.

Looking around the fridge, he finds nothing particularly appealing. Karoline is doing some new, stupid diet ever since the new year, which means it’s all fresh fruit and fatty fish. Klavs hates fish. But glaring at the lemon, a bright idea occurs to him.

“Could make myself a hot toddy. Haven’t had one of those for ages.”

He grabs the lemon, takes the honey from the cupboard, and goes to the living room. Karoline emptied out all the good stuff from the kitchen: cookies, chocolate, even the corn flakes are gone. But she didn’t touch his cellaret. She was going to, but he vetoed it, and for once, she respected his opinion.

“She’s not throwing out my whiskey,” he grumbles, as he grabs the bottle and brings it to the dining table.

Pouring himself a healthy-sized drink, he suppresses another coughing fit, when he catches a movement out the corner of his eye.

They never bother to pull the drapes on the living room windows, because their back garden is completely closed off, with nothing but the hills and the forest beyond it. So Klavs has a clear view of the frozen lawn. And in the stark, cold moonlight, he sees a figure come pushing through the hedge.

“What the hell …?”

He forgets all about the drink as he goes to the window to have a closer look. The person coming into their garden is a boy, and another one follows right after him. The two of them are difficult to tell apart, and even without having a clear view of their faces, Klavs recognizes them. There are a dozen kids in the village, but only two of them look exactly alike. The twins. Those darn brats. Stig and Svein.

Klavs has more than once been tempted to slap the boys. One time, he caught them pissing in a birdbath. And just a month ago, he saw them stealing a Christmas decoration from a front lawn down the street. All just because they’re bored. Their basket case mother does little to discipline them, so it’s no wonder the boys are acting like spoiled punks.

And now, apparently, they are up to some new shenanigans.

Klavs strides to the garden door. The vacuum cleaner is sitting where Karoline left it. She tipped over a potted plant, and the soil went everywhere. She must have forgotten to return the vacuum to the broom closet. Klavs is thankful for it. He grabs the pipe, releases it from the hose and clicks off the head, leaving him with a perfect four-foot makeshift baseball bat.

“You’re trespassing, boys,” he snarls, unlocking the garden door. “That gives me the right to defend my property.”

He opens the door and steps out onto the terrace. The night air is freezing, reminding him that he’s only wearing slippers, boxers and his robe. He doesn’t give a damn, though. He’s not even sure he needs the toddy anymore. The anger is keeping him warm.

“Hey!” he barks, striding towards the boys. “What the hell do you think you’re doing in my garden?”

He was expecting them to turn and run at the sight of him. But to his surprise, they just keep coming right at him. They walk in a strange manner, almost as though they’re sleepwalking, their arms outstretched, like they want a hug.

Klavs figures they’re trying to trick him somehow, and he’s not buying it. If they’re not calling his bluff, he’ll have to go through with his threat and actually teach them a lesson.

“I’m warning you, Stig and Svein,” he says loudly, raising the pipe. “One step closer, and I’m knocking the crap out of you!”

Svein, who’s walking faster than his brother, doesn’t even seem to hear the warning. In fact, he ups his speed and gives off a sound which is something between a grunt and a moan. The moon is sitting behind him, and the boy’s face is in shadow. Yet Klavs gets the impression his mouth is hanging open.

What the hell’s gotten into them? he thinks, hesitating briefly.

Then he realizes he doesn’t care. This is his chance to finally beat some sense into the punks.

Svein gives another groan, just as Klavs swings at his leg.

The pipe connects just below the knee. He hits him hard enough for the leg to buckle, but not hard enough to break the bone—he doesn’t want to go that far, he only wants to teach them a lesson they’ll not soon forget.

And by all accounts, the blow should be enough to do that. It sounds very painful, and Svein falls to his hands and knees. But to Klavs’s surprise and disappointment, he doesn’t give off a cry of pain. He doesn’t even curse or anything. He just immediately gets back up.

“You stubborn little …”

Klavs takes another swing, this time hitting Svein over the arm. It’s flung to the side, and it’ll definitely leave a nasty bruise tomorrow. But once again, Svein doesn’t seem to care.

“What the hell ...?”

Klavs finds himself backing up now. Stig has caught up with Svein, and the boys are coming for him, staggering forward in that strange, uncertain manner. They both moan and reach out their arms, grabbing for Klavs. And it finally dawns on him that something’s very wrong with the boys.

He drops the vacuum cleaner pipe, turns and runs for the open garden door.

Karoline is suddenly standing there, in her nightdress, looking out at him. “What in the world is going on out here, Klavs?”

“Get inside,” Klavs snarls, squinting as she turns on the garden lamps, flooding the terrace in light.

“Oh, my goodness!” Karoline cries out, her eyes growing wide at the sight of the boys. “What happened to them?”

Klavs turns and looks, and what he sees makes him freeze in place. For half a second, he stupidly thinks that he’s the one who inflicted the damage on the boys. But for one thing, he only took swings at Svein, and the pipe certainly didn’t cut his skin open or tear his clothes to shreds.

Klavs’s second thought is that the boys got into a fight with each other—he knows for a fact that happens fairly often, as they’re known to sport hot tempers.

But no matter how angry the twins had gotten with each other, there’s no way they themselves caused this. They look like they went through a combine harvester. Someone else obviously did this to them, someone big and strong and probably armed with a knife. The severe injuries probably also explain why the boys are completely unresponsive. Poor lads are probably in shock.

“We have to help them,” Karoline says, her voice breaking.

And Klavs agrees, at least in principle. But something holds him back. It’s their eyes. They’re black. Like cue balls.

“Get inside,” he repeats, shoving Karoline back. “We need to—”

Klavs tries to step backwards inside himself, but his damn slipper catches on the steps, and he falls hard on his ass.

Svein is close enough now that he can reach Klavs’s legs, and he doesn’t waste the opportunity, but lunges at him.

Klavs halfway catches the boy, expecting him to collapse and possibly faint. Instead, Svein opens his mouth and bites down hard on Klavs’s right knee cap.

He roars out in pain, but the sound is drowned out by Karoline, who screams shrilly.

Klavs pushes Svein back hard, but the boy is biting down fiercely, and his teeth rip a large chunk of skin and flesh clean off Klavs’s leg.

“Goddamnit!” he shouts, as the blood begins spilling. “Get away from me!”

But Svein doesn’t listen. And Stig is now right beside him. Both of them fall on him before he can get up. As they begin clawing and biting him all over, Klavs tries desperately to turn over, and he actually manages to get to his hands and knees, crawling inside the house. Svein and Stig are clinging onto his back like lion cubs attacking a buffalo. All the while, Karoline’s scream is ringing in his ears.

Damn it all to hell, Klavs thinks, fighting in vain to get the boys off, as he feels pain all over, and his blood gushes to the floor. Should have just had that drink and gone back to bed …

Karoline suddenly stops screaming as she faints. Landing on the floor next to Klavs, he sees his wife’s face one last time.

Then he collapses, too. The last thing he hears is the sound of the twins eagerly biting, ripping and chewing away at his flesh.
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A big guy, a couple of years older than Aksel, is approaching him cautiously. He’s wrapped in two blankets, one of them over his head like a jedi, and Aksel can’t immediately recognize the face.

“Shit, it is you,” the guy says, grinning widely. “I thought so. Long time, man!”

“Yeah,” Aksel mutters. “I guess.”

“You don’t remember me?” the guy asks, pulling the blanket back a little to reveal his face. “It’s me, Linus.”

“Oh,” Aksel says. “Hey. Sorry. I didn’t … yeah.”

The last thing Aksel feels like is striking up a conversation with someone he hasn’t seen in years. Linus and he went to the same college. They took a class together, met once or twice at a frat party, but other than that, they never really hung out. Aksel recalls Linus as kind of a moron, more brawn than brains, and judging by his bulgy forearms and sporty sweatshirt, that hasn’t changed much.

“When did you come? I didn’t see you until just now.”

“I just got here,” Aksel mutters, not sure whether Linus refers to this enclosure or the hospital in general.

“Oh, were you evacuated?”

“Yeah, no, I … guess I evacuated myself.”

Linus nods. “Glad you got out of there. You look okay. Are you okay?”

“Yeah, I’m fine,” Aksel mutters. He notices Linus keeps eyeing him, and he realizes he wasn’t asking about his mental well-being. “I’m not infected,” he tells him. “They checked me.”

“Yeah, well, I don’t trust them one bit. Fucking assholes don’t know what they’re up against. Some of us have been here all day, man, and they just keep telling us to sit tight. We’re getting fucking pneumonia out here!” That last part, Linus shouts at the guards by the gate. They don’t even seem to register. Linus looks back at Aksel. “I’m telling you, this is against our fucking human rights. Keeping us here like animals, when we’re not sick or anything. My dad-in-law is a lawyer. I’ll get him to sue their asses as soon as I get out.”

Aksel shrugs. “Guess they’re just trying to stop it from spreading.”

Linus snorts. “Are you serious? It’s already out, man. I saw at least … I don’t know, three people make a run for it before they caught me …”

Aksel tenses up. “Are you sure?”

“Sure as shit, man. I was right there. Would have made it, too, if not for this fucking foot …” He gestures down, and it’s only now Aksel notices Linus’s right foot is all bandaged up.

“What happened?” Aksel asks.

Linus shrugs. “An ingrown toenail. Can you believe it? It wasn’t even that bad, but my doc insisted I had it operated on, so I went today of all days …”

“No, I mean, who did you see escape?”

Linus shrugs again. “I don’t know, man. I didn’t get their names. There was an orderly or a male nurse or whatever, and a big kid with her mother.”

“And they were infected?”

“Unless they made those bite marks themselves, then, yeah. The guy had a mean cut on his jaw. Kid was missing her ear; she was bawling. And the woman, I saw her fight off the zombies that attacked the girl. She got herself all messed up doing that. Was bleeding from her hands. We all went out a window on the east side and made a run for it. Everyone got away except for me. Ironic, because I was probably the only one of the bunch who wasn’t infected …”

Linus seems to work himself up talking about it. He’s not as much terrified at the thought of the contagion having escaped the hospital, as he’s indignant that he himself was apprehended.

“And that was just some of them,” he goes on, gesturing towards the street. “Since I got here, I saw plenty of runners. Two guys even scaled the fence when the Nazis weren’t looking. Would have joined them if I could.”

“Fuck,” Aksel mutters. “This is bad …”

“Yeah, I know, man. But unless you brought a gun, there’s no way we’re getting out.”

“A gun?” Aksel asks, frowning. “Why? How would a gun help us?”

Linus lowers his voice and says, as though it should be obvious: “We could make them open the gate.”

“Are you crazy? They would shoot us before letting us go.”

Linus blinks. “No, man. I got it figured. I wouldn’t open fire on a bunch of armed soldiers. Whaddya take me for, a moron?” He lowers his voice further still, even though no one’s close. “Nah, I’d take someone hostage. Make them believe I’d be willing to shoot him if they didn’t let me go. Obviously, the guy would be in on it, and we’d both make a clean getaway.”

Aksel shakes his head. “I don’t think that would work. They still wouldn’t let you go.”

“Well, you come up with something, then,” Linus snarls. “Because I’ve been here for six fucking hours, and I’m freezing my ass off, and that’s the best I’ve got. Still, doesn’t matter, does it? We haven’t got a gun …”

“No, we don’t.” Aksel turns away, hoping Linus will take the hint and scuttle off.

Linus doesn’t. “All right, I have another idea,” he begins.

“Look,” Aksel cuts him off. “I’m not doing anything crazy, Linus. I’ve been through enough. I just wanna …” He sighs. “I just want this to end.”

“I get that, but if we stay here, we’ll probably end up dead.”

Aksel frowns. “What you are talking about? They wouldn’t kill us.”

“No, but they wouldn’t save us, either.”

“This isn’t North Korea, you know,” Aksel tells him. “The government actually wants to protect us.”

Linus scoffs. “Dude, you’ve got no fucking clue. If you knew—”

“Hey! Heeey! Over here! Need help!”

Aksel turns in the direction of the guy who’s shouting. He’s waving at the soldiers, kneeling on the ground by someone who’s lying on their back, covered in blankets.

“Fuck,” Linus hisses, backing up. “I think another one’s about to wake up …”

“What?” Aksel breathes.

Linus sends him a sharp look. “Just watch, man.”
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Ella stares at her uncle.

He’s sitting on the edge of the bathtub. He hasn’t heard her come in. Still wearing his uniform, he’s busy unwrapping a bandage from his arm. He’s got a tattoo of an old Roman emperor running down his triceps, and as he carefully turns his arm to study it, Ella sees a wound the size of a thumb nail right on the emperor’s chest. It’s all rugged and oozing.

Gunnar touches the wounds carefully, hissing as it apparently stings. Then he goes to his pocket, searching for something, and as he does, he glances up at the mirror and sees Ella standing there. He starts and looks over at her. “Jesus fucking Christ,” he breathes. “You scared me half to death, Ella …”

“S… sorry,” she stutters. “I had no idea you were in here … or that you were even home … I’ll leave.”

“It’s okay, I’m done in a second,” he assures her, pulling a small plastic bag from his pocket. “Sorry for surprising you like this.” He sends her a brief smile as he bites open the bag and takes out what looks like a sanitary napkin. “I just got home, and I thought everyone was asleep, so …”

Ella feels a cold wind graze her arms, and she notices the window is open. There’s snow on the windowsill, and some of it has drizzled into the bathtub. Gunnar is still wearing his boots, snow melting off them. She frowns. “Did you … did you come in through the window?”

Gunnar glances back. “Yeah, like I said, I thought you guys were asleep, so I figured the door was locked. The alarm can be kind of funny, and I didn’t want to risk it going off. It’s no big deal, I do it all the time when I get home late.” He dabs the wound, grinding his teeth at the pain. “Goddamnit, it’s gonna leave a scar.”

“Are you … okay?” Ella asks. Her mind is struggling to catch up with what she’s seeing. Her gut seems to be a couple of steps ahead, because it’s telling her something about the situation is wrong.

“Yeah, yeah, I’m fine,” Gunnar assures her. “This is nothing, just a small wound.”

“How did you get it?”

Her uncle looks her in the eye. Then he grins. “Don’t look so scared, Ella. This isn’t what you think. I burned myself by accident. With my cigarette. Can you believe it? Happened just as I was about to leave. I didn’t notice it until I was on my way home, so I wrapped it up.”

“Oh,” Ella says. She’s somewhat appeased by the explanation. The wound does look a lot more like a burn wound than a bite wound, so Gunnar is probably telling the truth. “Okay. Well, I’ll go tell Greta and Marit you’re back. They’ll be happy to see you.”

“Uh-huh,” Gunnar mutters, focusing on the wound again.

Ella hesitates. “Listen, why didn’t you call?”

“Huh?”

“Marit’s been dying to hear from you. She called you like, twenty times. Why didn’t you call her on your way home?”

Gunnar shrugs. “Didn’t think you guys were still up. To be honest, I haven’t even looked at my phone since I got off duty.”

“Oh. I see.”

“Grab me a clean towel from the cupboard there, will you?”

“Sure.” Ella brings him a towel. As she steps closer, she picks up a strong smell from her uncle. It’s sweat mixed with something else. The air in the bathroom is cold because of the open window, yet she notices drops of sweat on his forehead. Could just be snow melting from his hair, though.

“Thanks,” he says, covering the wound before Ella can take a closer look at it. He looks up at her, sighing. “I’m telling you, that was some show up there.”

Ella steps back a little, rubbing her arms. “Yeah, we saw it on the news. Horrible.”

Gunnar shakes his head. “They still have no idea what it is, other than it’s moving awfully fast and seems to be … deadly.” His eyes grow distant, as though he’s recalling something. Ella’s sure he’s seen some frightening stuff firsthand, and it’s probably best not to ask him about it.

“It made me think of zombies,” she says instead.

Gunnar raises his eyebrows. A drop falls from one of them, but he doesn’t seem to notice. “Zombies? Like in the movies?”

“Yeah, well, they didn’t show any of the infected up close, but … there were overhead shots of them walking around inside the fences, and … I don’t know, they reminded me of the zombies on Walking Dead.”

Gunnar scoffs. “I see why you’d think that. I’m afraid it’s nothing that dramatic. Just some unknown disease. They’ll probably find a vaccine a lot sooner than they did with Covid.”

“I hope so.” Talking to Gunnar is making Ella increasingly tense. She really feels like getting out of here. “Well, I’ll go tell the others you’re back.”

“No, don’t do that.” He says it in an offhand manner. “Let them sleep. We’ll catch up in the morning. I’m gonna sleep on the couch tonight.”

“All right. Well … sleep tight.”

“Night.” Gunnar is preoccupied with the wound again, and he barely seems to notice her leaving.

Ella closes the door quietly, then just stands there for several seconds, feeling the buzz of her pulse throughout her body.

She has a weird feeling that she can’t shake. Could Gunnar really be infected? Would he really place them all in danger by coming here? She honestly can’t tell. She simply doesn’t know her uncle well enough. Ella and Marit spent a lot of time together, especially when they were younger, but Gunnar was rarely around. He was often stationed at different bases around Europe and would often be away for weeks on end.

Still, she takes him to be a decent guy. Honest. Someone who would do the right thing. Ella’s mother is like that as well, so why wouldn’t her younger brother be just as principled? Isn’t that how soldiers normally act?

A sound from down the hallway. Someone comes downstairs. The switch is flicked, and Ella sees Marit coming this way.

“Forgot my charger,” she yawns as she sees Ella. “Are you coming up now?”

“Yeah, uhm,” Ella mutters, unsure what to say.

Just as Marit passes by her, something falls to the bathroom floor, and Gunnar exclaims: “Shit!”

Marit freezes. staring from the door to Ella. “Was that …? Dad?” She lights up in a big smile. “Why didn’t you say anything? Mom! Dad’s home!”

Shoving Ella aside, Marit opens the door.
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Kristoffer hasn’t been to the golf course for ages.

Yet now he finds himself positioning his feet, gripping the driving iron, readying himself to take the swing of his life.

The dead guy almost trips over the garden chair as he crosses the terrace. He doesn’t even look down to see what’s causing him trouble. His pitch-black eyes just stay fixed on Kristoffer, his arms going out like he’s longing for a hug, his teeth snapping and gnashing, saliva spilling from his lower lip.

It’s all Kristoffer can do not to run. If he runs, this guy will likely follow. Or, worse, go on to someplace else and cause trouble. Which means Kristoffer needs to deal with him.

So, he stays put, taking two deep, steadying breaths, as the zombie closes the distance between them.

As soon as he’s within swinging reach, Kristoffer locks his eyes on a spot just below the guy’s left ear, focusing on it like he would the golf ball before swinging a driver. He tries to relax, tries to let the club do the work, and then he strikes.

The head of the iron hits almost exactly where he aimed for. And it disappears halfway into the soft spot at the base of the guy’s skull.

It doesn’t quite stop him, though. He staggers sideways, and the club is ripped from Kristoffer’s hands. He stares as the dead guy wobbles, hoping to see him go down. He doesn’t. But he does seem to have had some wiring crossed, because he struggles to stay on his feet, his movements even more jerky than a moment ago, his head whipping up and down, weird, gurgling noises escaping him. The club is still lodged in his head.

Kristoffer acts fast. He steps forward, catches the club and tugs at it, hard.

It comes free, and the guy regains some of his balance. Kristoffer doesn’t give him a second to orient, though, but sends another crushing blow at his head. This one connects with the temple, and the zombie collapses, stops moving and lies completely still.

“Gotcha,” Kristoffer breathes, stepping back.

Another shout from the neighbors’. He runs to the hedge and presses through.

As he enters the garden, he sees what could at first glance be taken to be a late-night barbecue. Except there’s no barbecue, and the menu isn’t hot dogs and hamburgers, but Klavs and Karoline, the old couple living here. The guests are Svein and Stig, the twins who are basically Bodum’s Dennis the Menace.

It quickly falls into place for Kristoffer. Of course. Those smaller footprints.

Svein is crouching over Klavs, who’s lying halfway through the open terrace door. Judging from the state of the old guy, he’s way beyond saving. Same goes for Karoline, who’s lying just inside, with Stig working on her.

The person who shouted is Bent, the bald, fat guy from across the street. He’s wearing slippers, pajamas and a thick parka. He’s entered through the front yard, and he’s just stupidly standing there, scolding the twins, his breath visible in the darkness.

“Christ, will you cut that out? What the hell are you doing?”

Svein has already lost interest in Klavs and is now getting to his feet, approaching Bent.

Around the corner comes Bo, Bent’s older and skinnier brother who lives in number 19. He’s led by his Doberman who’s on a leash, and the dog begins barking fiercely as it sees the fighting going on.

“I thought it was you two troublemakers,” Bo shouts, then his expression changes as he gets a closer look of Svein’s face. “Lord have mercy!”

“Watch out!” Kristoffer hears himself say.

Bent, to his credit, tries to get out of the way of Svein. But he’s so busy staring at the boy, that he doesn’t notice the collection of potted plants. He trips and falls, and Svein throws himself on top of him. Bent begins struggling, then screaming, as Svein rips and chews away at Bent’s flailing arms.

“Sic! Sic, boy!” Bo roars out, letting go of the leash.

The dog lunges at Svein, tackling him sideways, catching his shoulder in what looks like an exceedingly painful bite. Thrashing and growling, it manages to drag Svein off of Bent, but at the expense of ripping free a large patch of skin from Bent’s upper arm, where Svein had dug in his teeth. The boy doesn’t seem bothered at all by the dog—in fact, he doesn’t even seem to notice it. He just claws at Bent, trying to get back up and take another bite.

Bo steps in from the other side, grabbing his brother’s outstretched arm in an attempt to pull him to safety. Which means Stig gets the perfect chance to sneak up from behind.

Kristoffer tries to warn Bo with another shout, but it’s drowned out by all the other noises. Stig grab’s Bo’s head, sinking in his nails, biting the back of his neck. Bo roars out in pain and begins wrestling with Stig, which isn’t easy, since the boy is clinging on from behind.

The Doberman hears his master’s shout and abandons Svein, joining instead the struggle with Stig by latching on to his leg. This gives Svein the chance to fall on Bent once more, and now Klavs gets to his feet and joins the party. Karoline—who was lying just inside the terrace door—is no longer in sight. She probably wandered off to find fresh prey. As though on cue, the lights in the next house turn on, and someone shouts.

Realizing things are already out of control, Kristoffer suddenly experiences a flash of clarity.

While he was trapped in the pantry, he played with the thought of what he would do if he ever got out. If offered free, limitless choices, how would he prepare for the apocalypse? He methodically made a list in his mind.

In terms of supplies, he would go for things that were either long-term and easy to keep, like canned food, or things he could grow and keep. Potatoes, chickens. A small farm would be optimal.

In terms of protection, he would definitely need guns. A lot of the old folks living around here owned hunting rifles, and he would search the houses until he found one with plenty of ammo.

When it came to joining forces with anyone, it had to be someone he knew would do well in a crumbling world. And there was really only one choice.

Ragnar.

The sixty-year-old hermit living a few houses down road from Kristoffer. He’s the perfect survivor. Ex-military, no family—that Kristoffer knew of, at least—sharp-witted and strong. He’s worked as a craftsman for years, built his own house, and is basically self-sufficient in everything from food to electricity. Ragnar is the type of person who didn’t really trust anyone but himself—especially not the government—and for years he’s been living as though the apocalypse was just around the corner.

If there is anyone who will be a great ally right now, it’s Ragnar.

So, Kristoffer turns and runs.
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The people who were standing around whoever is on the ground pull back, allowing Aksel to get a clear view.

And what he sees makes his insides turn to stone.

A young man, only around thirty, is kneeling by what must be his wife. It’s only the lower part of her face that’s visible, as the rest of her is wrapped in blankets. Yet her bulging belly can’t be completely concealed.

“Fuck,” Linus whispers somewhere nearby. “She’s pregnant, man …”

Aksel swallows dryly. Even from over here, he can tell the woman’s mouth is open. No white puffs of breath are coming out. It’s difficult to see in the artificial lighting, but he’s pretty sure her skin is greenish.

“Excuse me? Hey, excuse me!” The guy is addressing the guards, his voice cracking. “I need help! My wife—I think she’s dying! Please!”

The guards hear him, and they actually react this time. Talking briefly amongst themselves, they seem to prepare to step inside the enclosure.

The guy keeps sitting by his wife, keeps calling for them.

“Get away from her,” someone says, and Aksel realizes it’s himself. Everyone else inside the perimeter seems to be watching in stunned silence, knowing what comes next.

The guy doesn’t move away from his wife. Instead, he does something else. He bends over and blows into her mouth.

“No!” a man exclaims, stepping in from the side. “Don’t do that …”

Aksel is relieved that someone finally intervenes. But it’s too late. And the guy doesn’t even hear it.

He comes up for another breath, then, as he bends over once more, Aksel sees the woman lift her arms and wrap them around the guy. For a moment, it looks like an innocent embrace, and Aksel is almost fooled into thinking that the woman wasn’t dead after all, that she was simply passed out, and that the guy got her back.

Then he gives off a muffled scream of pain. He tries to pull back, but the woman clings on, and he lifts her off the ground. Aksel can hear her growl.

The guy who was about to intervene changes his mind and staggers backwards. Aksel can’t blame him. Yet it’s gruesome to see how everyone simply stands there, looking like scared deer watching one of their herd getting eaten alive.

The soon-to-be dad finally seems to have realized the mistake, and is fighting to get his late wife off, pushing and prying her hands free. But it’s futile. She’s latched on to his chin, and blood is spilling to the frozen ground. He does manage to pull free, though, and the woman drops to the ground with a thud. As she does, the blankets flop open to reveal the hospital clothes she’s wearing underneath. Aksel really wants to look away, but morbid fascination keeps his eyes locked on the woman.

As the guy—who’s crying now—stumbles away, clutching his face, the woman begins getting to her feet. It’s difficult for her, not only because she’s dead, but also because of the huge, extended belly. The white hospital shirt is roomy enough, but the buttons have come open to reveal the lower part of her abdomen. Aksel sees the protruding navel and the green skin surrounding it.

Then, just as the woman takes up pursuit of her wounded husband, three soldiers swoop in from behind. Working in unison, they swiftly pacify the woman. It happens before she can even turn around. What looks like a burlap sack is pulled over her head. Her hands are yanked behind her back. And her legs are kicked out from under her, then hogtied together with her wrists, using thick plastic strips.

Within seconds, the woman is lying on her side, writhing and thrashing, but completely unable to get up or move.

As a last precaution, the soldiers wrap another sack around her hands, effectively covering her nails.

Then two of them lift her up and carry her like a big suitcase towards the gate. Meanwhile, the third guard looks around at people, holding his weapon ready. He doesn’t actually need to tell people to stay back and not try anything stupid—everyone clearly reads it from his body language. He walks backwards, following his buddies still carrying the woman.

“Hey!” Linus shouts, stepping forward to point at the bleeding guy. “What about him?”

The poor guy has slumped down on the ground, and is trying to stem the blood flow with his blanket, pressing it against his chin. His eyes are blank, staring at nothing. No one’s even trying to help him. Everyone just stays back.

“Hey, you fucking assholes!” Linus demands. “Take him too! He’ll be dead in thirty minutes!”

“Stay back!” the soldier warns Linus, aiming the weapon at him. “Don’t come any closer, or I’ll—”

“Fuck you!” Linus shouts through gritted teeth. “This is all on you! That poor woman, that guy, the fucking baby in her belly! You hear me? They’re all fucking dead because of you fucking assholes!”

The soldier doesn’t answer. The woman is outside of the fence now, and he quickly follows. The gate is shut right away, the lock snapped into place.

Linus whirls around to glare at Aksel. “You see, man? That’s like the tenth time that’s happened. They don’t give a fuck. They won’t even try to help us. They just keep us in here until we’ve all fucking killed each other.” He turns to look at the bleeding guy, and Aksel follows his gaze.

He’s managed to stop the bleeding, at least for now. But he’s pale and shaking all over. He’s still sobbing quietly. Aksel feels awful for him.

Linus steps closer, talking in Aksel’s ear: “Still trust the government? They’re not keeping us here to help us. We’re not getting medical attention, and we’re not being evacuated. We’re prisoners, man. They have no idea what this is, but they’re scared shitless of it. So they take no chances. They consider us all infected. To them, we’re collateral damage.”

“Okay,” Aksel hears himself say.

Linus steps in front of him. “Okay, what?”

“Okay, we’re getting out of here. What’s your idea?”
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Gunnar is bending over, reaching for his lighter, a cigarette hanging from his lips, as Marit bursts inside the bathroom and all but throws herself in his arms.

“Heey,” he grins, hugging his daughter. “I thought you were asleep, sweetie.”

“I’m so glad to see you, Dad,” Marit says, squeezing him. “Why didn’t you call?”

“I didn’t want to wake you,” he says, glancing over at Ella, and his smile fades. “I thought I made that clear.”

Ella holds up her hands. “I didn’t wake her up.”

“I just came down for my charger,” Marit beams at him. She doesn’t seem to notice he spoke to Ella. “Mom!” she shouts again. “Come down here!”

“No, don’t bother her,” Gunnar hisses, placing a finger over Marit’s lips.

She just giggles and pushes his hand away. “Come on, Dad. She was just as worried as I was …”

Ella hears another set of footsteps coming down the stairs, and a few second later, Greta joins them, her face full of anticipation.

“Oh, Jesus, Gunnar,” she sighs at the sight of her husband. “Am I glad you’re home.”

“Yeah, me too,” he says, giving her that same, tired smile. As he picks up the lighter, Ella notices he’s rolled down his sleeve. Even from the doorway, she can tell the weird smell has grown more prominent. Neither Greta nor Marit seem to notice. “Sorry for waking all of you.”

“Are you kidding? I probably wouldn’t have closed an eye knowing you were still up there. I wasn’t sure they’d let any of you go home before this thing was under control.”

Gunnar rubs his neck. “Yeah, well, they felt the situation was stable enough that they could rotate us.”

“That’s only fair,” Greta says, stroking his cheek. “You’ve been there all day. You look wasted.”

“I am,” Gunnar says, yawning. The yawn strikes Ella as a bit unnatural. “I really wanna get some shut-eye. Don’t know if they’ll call me back up there tomorrow.”

“Sure,” Greta says. “You want something to eat? We had burritos. I can reheat some of the pork if you want one?”

“Nah, I don’t have any appetite. Thanks, hon.”

“Dad, I thought you quit,” Marit says as he’s about to light up the cigarette.

“I did,” he says. “This is the last one, promise.”

“But it’s not good for you,” Marit insists.

“I know, honey. It’s just …”

“Your dad had a rough day,” Greta says. “Let’s not get on his case, okay, honey? In fact, I say we head to bed, and we can talk more in the morning. How’s that?”

Gunnar takes a deep drag off the cigarette and sends her a grateful look. “Sounds good. I’ll see you at breakfast.”

Greta kisses him on the cheek, then ushers Marit out of the bathroom.

Ella feels like a fly on the wall, as she’s just been standing there, observing the conversation. Now, she steps aside to let Greta and Marit pass.

“You coming too, Ella?” Marit asks.

“Sure,” Ella says, but something makes her dart one last look in at Gunnar. He’s slumped down on the edge of the bathtub. He exhales a lungful of smoke, letting it seep out of his nose. As it rises up in front of his face, he looks at Ella, and she can’t help but feel a slight electric current go through her.

“Good night, Ella,” he says.

“Night,” she mutters, then hurries after Marit and Greta.
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Ragnar’s house is located on the outskirts of the village. It has Bodum’s biggest garden. In it is a large chicken coop, a well, a windmill, several greenhouses and a large enclosure with three cows.

Kristoffer doesn’t stop to admire any of it, but heads straight for the front door. He knocks three times, then steps back and waits. Hope he’s not sleeping too deeply.

As he stands there, breathing in the freezing night air, he hears shouts in the distance, screams, the Doberman still barking. Kristoffer sees lights in several houses now, and he can hear voices joining in from every direction. The village is waking up. People are emerging from their homes to find—

“What are you doing here?”

Kristoffer jumps and turns his head. Ragnar is peering out at him from a crack in the door. If the old guy was sleeping, his face doesn’t show it. His grey eyes are as piercing as ever, as they stare down Kristoffer, landing on his hand.

Kristoffer realizes he’s still holding the bloody golf club. He’s surprised Ragnar doesn’t slam the door.

“What’s going on?” the old guy asks, as he seems to pick up on a scream.

“It’s happening, Ragnar,” Kristoffer says simply, expecting the old guy to catch on.

And, surprisingly, he seems to do so. His eyes widen, then narrow again. “Is it the infection?”

Kristoffer is confused for a moment. He’s not sure what Ragnar refers to. He certainly didn’t expect the old guy to know about the zombies—no one else in town obviously did. And yet he seems to be aware of what’s going on.

“Yes, it’s …” Kristoffer begins when a car suddenly comes rushing by, entering the village at a dangerously high speed.

He turns around in time to see a police vehicle. It’s not running its siren, but the lights are flashing red and blue, blinding him for a second. He almost forgot he himself called 911. Now, he’s no longer sure it was the right decision. There’s a fair chance the police will just rush in and get themselves bitten or scratched just like the others.

“I think we should get the hell out of here,” Kristoffer says, turning to see the door closed. “Hey, Ragnar?” He knocks again. Ragnar doesn’t open this time.

Goddamnit, Kristoffer thinks. He expected Ragnar to be careful, but not just run and hide in his house.

Then, a rifle goes off, the shot ringing out over the entire village. Kristoffer turns to look in the direction, but he can’t see anything from here. Apparently, someone has taken to defending themselves.

Great, Kristoffer applauds whoever is firing. Shoot as many of them as you can.

Realizing that Ragnar isn’t going to open the door again, Kristoffer is about to turn and leave when there’s a whistle from the corner of the house. He sees Ragnar standing there. He’s wearing warm clothes and has a heavy-duty backpack on. He holds another one in his gloved hand, and he’s waving at Kristoffer.

Kristoffer runs to him, and Ragnar thrusts the backpack in his arms.

“I trust you didn’t get yourself infected,” Ragnar grumbles, giving Kristoffer a thorough once-over. When he was home, Kristoffer swiftly changed his clothes and shoes, so there are no fresh traces of blood. If he hadn’t done so, Ragnar might not have trusted him. Kristoffer notices the huge combat knife sitting in Ragnar’s belt. The barrel of a shotgun is sticking up from behind his right shoulder.

“I’m fine,” Kristoffer says, leaning the club against the house in order to put the backpack on. “How did you know about what’s going on?”

“Are you kidding? They haven’t talked about anything else all day.”

Kristoffer is dumbfounded. “What? Where?”

“In Torik, of course. I assumed it would spread sooner or later. I already packed everything.” Ragnar frowns. “Why are you looking so shocked? You telling me you haven’t heard?”

“No, I …” Kristoffer shakes his head. He’s confused to say the least. He was sure the thing—whatever it is—had started right here, in Helda and Halgrim’s back garden. How couldn’t it have? He’d asked the cop point-blank if the world was ending, and he’d clearly inferred that no, other than the usual shitty state of things, the world was doing just fine. If the zombies had reached Torik already, why hadn’t the cop mentioned it? And how, if it’d started here, had the infection even reached Torik without killing everyone in Bodum first? Had a zombie simply wandered off, leaving behind a hundred or so easy targets? That made no sense. They were obviously drawn to whatever prey was closest. And come to think of it, what had the two cops been doing here in the first place? No one knew about Helda except for Kristoffer, so no one could have alerted them.

There are a lot of holes that Kristoffer hasn’t had time to consider, and that he can’t immediately fill. Right now, though, it doesn’t really matter. He can try to put the pieces together later. All he needs to worry about is getting the hell out of Dodge before it’s too late. And judging by the noises from the village—shouts, cries, more gunshots—it’s about time.

Ragnar seems to feel the same way, because he simply turns and walks towards the woods. He looks back briefly to point at the golf club. “Don’t forget that.”

Kristoffer grabs his weapon, then follows Ragnar.
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“Right, man, listen …” Linus clears his throat, checking around to make sure no one’s within earshot. “I thought about it some more, and I think I got it. There’s no way I’m scaling that fence, not with my busted foot. And they only, and I mean only open that gate when someone’s turned. Doesn’t matter how much we plead with them, and we’ve got nothing to threaten or bargain with. So, we need to trick them.” Linus blows his nose in the blanket. “Fuck, I’m frozen all the way through. Okay, so here’s the plan.” He turns his head and points by tilting it. “You see the old guy next to the fat woman? I’ll go over there, and I’ll throw myself on the ground. As soon as I do, you say out loud: “Hey, look, watch out, that guy is turning!” Or some shit like that. Make it convincing. Then people will panic, and the guards will open the gate.”

“And I make a run for it?” Aksel asks, glancing over at the gate where two armed soldiers are standing.

“Nah, that won’t work. They’re on high alert as long as the gate is open. Besides, they close it again right away. No, you have to climb the fence. Do it over there, by the opposite end. Everyone will be looking at me.”

“But won’t the guards bring you outside?” Aksel asks. “If they think you’re dead?”

“No, they’ll just leave again once they realize I’m faking it. Some guy had a seizure earlier, and they rushed in to hogtie him, then, when they saw he wasn’t turning, they just left him to lie there, shaking and foaming. After twenty minutes, the poor guy really was dead, and they came to get him.” Linus shakes his head in disgust. “Fucking animals.”

Aksel has a hard time believing what Linus is telling him. Growing up in Norway, he automatically trusted the government. Why wouldn’t he? They never did anything to hurt him or take away his freedoms. All they did was claim half the money he earned, but that was spent to make sure they could all get free healthcare and education. What’s happening here is very different.

Linus is right. They’re scared. This is like Covid, only a thousand times worse.

Aksel remembers how back when the pandemic first struck, everyone panicked. People hoarded groceries like preparing for a nuclear war. They looked at each other like potential threats. If you sneezed in public and forgot to cover your mouth, some stranger would scold you. The virus made people afraid, and fear doesn’t induce good decisions or humane behavior.

“This could be our only chance, man,” Linus says. “We need to make it count.”

“Yeah, all right,” Aksel nods. “Then once I’m out, how do I help you?”

“That’s the part of the plan I haven’t quite figured yet. But I think if you just stay put, make sure no one sees you, then once the guards leave again, you can help me climb over. Maybe find a ladder or something we can use.”

Aksel chews his lip. He’s not sure the plan is as foolproof as he would have liked, but he hasn’t got a better idea.

Linus eyes him closely. “You sure you can scale the fence? It won’t be easy.”

Aksel grunts. “I climbed six stories through an air duct. I think I can manage a fence.”

Linus frowns. “You did what?”

“Never mind. Let’s go.”

They move casually towards the other end of the enclosure.

Linus stops, glances around at the nearest people, and sends Aksel a brief nod. Then he throws himself on the ground, giving off a croaking sound which is actually pretty convincing. He makes sure the blanket is covering his head, then he begins spazzing out.

“Watch out!” Aksel shouts, pointing. “He’s turning!”

He purposefully keeps it short. Hoping no one will hear the lie in his voice, which is obvious to himself. He didn’t need to worry, though. In fact, he probably hadn’t even needed to shout. Already before he did so, the people closest to Linus noticed him drop, and began to move away. Now, more of them notice, and a few of them call out warnings. The space around Linus is cleared as everyone backs away quickly.

Aksel walks briskly across the enclosure, headed for the opposite end. Out the corner of his eye, he sees the soldiers by the gate, getting ready.

Will they shoot me if they see me try to run?

Aksel has no idea. They might. But by now, he’s convinced that Linus is right: Staying here is even more dangerous. They’re literally sitting ducks.

So, Aksel drops the blanket, spits in his palm, rubs his hands together, and begin climbing the fence. It gives off a metallic rattle, but the sound is covered as it coincides with the guards opening the gate. The fence is only twelve or thirteen feet high, and Aksel reaches the top within seconds. There’s no barbed wire, but there are spikes. They aren’t exactly pointy, still they’re clearly meant to discourage anyone attempting to climb over. Aksel does it carefully, not hurting himself. For a brief second, as he sits astride the fence, he chances a look at what’s going on around Linus.

Three of the soldiers are rushing over there, carrying burlap sacks and zip ties. The gate has already been closed again by the two remaining soldiers. Linus is still jerking under the blanket, and the spectators have drawn back, waiting for the soldiers to pacify him.

Aksel swings his leg over and begins climbing down. Within seconds, he’s on the ground.

For a brief moment, he feels a wild urge to just turn and bolt. There are still soldiers around, and as soon as he steps away from the fence, he’ll probably be spotted. Besides, he can’t leave Linus hanging.

So, he moves towards the hospital, slipping into the darkness. There’s a large cable box sitting on the outside of the wall, and Aksel places himself next to it, making him almost impossible to spot.

Then, he begins waiting.

Inside the enclosure, the guards seem to have figured out that Linus isn’t actually turning. They’re leaving again, closing the gate behind them. From over here, Aksel can’t at first make out Linus among the others. Then he sees him, getting to his feet, wrapping the blankets around himself again.

He walks casually towards this end of the enclosure. Stopping by the fence, he turns around and pretends simply to be standing around.

“You there, Axe?” he whispers.

“Yeah,” Aksel tells him from the shadows.

“Great job, man. So far, so good.”

“What now?”

“Now, we just need to—”

Linus stops talking abruptly.

Aksel looks at him, and he can tell Linus is looking at something across the street. It’s an angle Aksel can’t see from where he’s standing. Linus is squinting, obviously trying to see something out there in the darkness.

“What is it?” Aksel whispers.

“Stop talking,” Linus hisses without moving his lips. “Some old hag is talking to a soldier. She’s pointing over here. Fuck, I think she might have made us. Stay still, man. Don’t make a sound.”
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Marit grunts and turns over. Pulling out one of her earplugs, she looks down at Ella. “Who are you texting?”

Ella looks briefly away from the screen. “No one. I’m just … reading.”

“About what? I can’t sleep. The light from your phone is really annoying.”

“Sorry. I’m done in a minute.”

Ella is lying on the air mattress next to Marit’s bed.

“It’s okay,” Marit sighs. “It’s not really the light that’s keeping me awake anyway. I just can’t stop thinking about what’s going on, you know?”

“Mm-hmm,” Ella mutters.

She’s searching for whatever information she can find about the infection. All the news sites are covering the situation, but there are very few facts about what’s actually going on. They just keep calling it things like “mysterious disease,” or “deadly virus.” Ella checks social media, and finds a lot of posts being shared about the situation.

She wants to know the symptoms, the stages, the incubation time. But it seems to vary greatly, depending on the severity of the wound that’s been inflicted. Eyewitnesses report that with some people who sustained a scratch or smaller bite, it comes on like a regular infection, gradually. Whereas in other cases, where someone is all-out attacked by another infected person, they may skip the fever and coma stages all together and “turn” within minutes. The longest incident she can find, the woman claims her husband took four hours before the infection presented. He had been scratched on his ankle.

The most common symptoms seem to be fever, headache, general discomfort. Then later comes pain, confusion, excess saliva and sometimes muscle spasms. And finally, unresponsiveness, coma and …

And then the last stage. The “furious phase,” a doctor who specializes in infectious diseases calls it. He’s quoted for saying that it’s a lot like the later stages of rabies, only it seems to be more severe and lasts longer. It’s characterized by “violent physical and neurologic symptoms.” Unlike rabies, though, the delirious mindset and aggressive behavior “are not interspersed with shorter periods of relative calm and lucidity, but seems to be unbroken.”

Also, so far, no one is reported to have gone beyond this phase. With rabies, once the infected person becomes furious, it’s only a matter of time before death ensues—usually caused by respiratory failure. But with this new, unknown virus, the afflicted don’t seem to die.

Ella reads several comments below the article from people who call bullshit on this. Apparently, a lot of them are jumping to the same conclusion that already crossed Ella’s mind. That the infected in the so-called furious phase are, in fact, already dead. That they are—

“Hello?”

Ella blinks and looks at Marit again. “I’m sorry, what?”

“I asked what you’re reading about?”

Ella puts her phone away. “Listen, Marit, there’s something I need to tell you.”

“Sure, what is it?”

Ella bites her lip. She’s still not sure whether the right thing is to tell Marit about it. But on the other hand, she can’t shake the feeling that Gunnar was lying.

“Your dad,” she begins. “Does he sometimes … climb in through the window?”

Marit grunts. “Why would he do that?”

“So that he won’t wake up you and your mom when he gets home late. Something about the alarm being triggered by accident.”

“Yeah, that happened a couple of times,” Marit concedes. “But no, I don’t think Dad has ever climbed in through the window. At least he hasn’t told me about that.”

“Huh.”

“Why? Did he say he did that?”

“Yes.”

“Okay, well, maybe he did. Why does it matter?”

“It’s just that … he had this wound on his arm.”

Complete silence follows. Ella can hear Marit holding her breath. Then: “A wound?”

“Yes. It wasn’t big, and it looked like he’d burned himself.”

Marit sighs. “Oh, okay. You scared me for a second.”

“He said it was from his cigarette. But …”

“But what?”

“It looked weird. Like he’d been messing with it.”

“I’m not sure what you’re driving at, Ella.”

She hoists herself up on her elbows and looks at her cousin. “Do you think your dad would lie about being infected?”

“What? No! Are you insane?”

“Sssh,” Ella shushes. “Don’t wake up your mom. I’m not saying—”

“He’s not infected,” Marit says firmly. “That’s just crazy. If he was, he would have told us. He would have gone to get help. And ... and he would have never been allowed to leave in the first place. I mean, they would keep him there and treat him.”

“Yeah,” Ella mutters. “That’s what I thought, too. But what if he didn’t tell anyone about it?”

Marit stares at her. “That’s desertion you’re talking about. My dad would never run away. And he certainly wouldn’t break protocol or put other people at risk.”

“But maybe he—”

“No. I’m sorry, Ella. Just because you never had a dad doesn’t mean—” Marit bites back the words, clearly regretting what she was saying. “I’m sorry, Ella. I’m really sorry. That was horrible.”

“It’s okay. I shouldn’t have mentioned it.”

“It’s just … I’m really scared, you know? About everything that’s going on. It’s crazy.”

“Yeah, I get it.”

A moment of silence.

“You really don’t need to worry about Dad,” Marit says. “I know him. He wouldn’t be here if he was sick.”

“Okay. That’s good to know.” Ella was never a good liar. She can never seem to pretend or hide what she’s feeling. And she can tell Marit picks up on the fact that Ella isn’t reassured at all. So, she says: “Let’s get some rest, huh? I’m sure everything will look a little less crazy in the morning.”

“I hope you’re right. Good night, Ella.”

“Night, Marit.”

Marit puts the earplug back in, adjusts her pillow and lies down with a sigh.

Within a couple of minutes, Ella can tell by her breathing that she’s sleeping.

Ella pulls the blanket over her head, then takes her phone out again. She types a quick text and sends it to her mother: You up?

She’s probably sleeping. She’ll be on duty tomorrow morning, and Ella doesn’t want to call and wake her up. But she needs to talk to someone about this. Needs a second opinion. And her mom is always her closest adviser.
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“Where are we going?”

They’ve walked through the forest for an hour or so. It’s begun snowing lightly, and the moon has risen, providing them with enough light to navigate between the old trees.

Ragnar walks like a twenty-year-old. Kristoffer almost has to jog to keep up. The old guy glances back. “You’ll see when we get there.”

Kristoffer used to play in the woods as a kid, and he went hunting a few times as well. Back when his grandma was alive. But this is about the farthest he’s ever ventured from Bodum on foot. He’s reminded of that scene from Lord of the Rings where Sam and Frodo first leave the Shire.

Am I about to embark on an epic adventure as well?

The thought almost makes him laugh. He’s all too aware of the fact that he’s barely used his legs for days. Hanging around in the pantry, he mostly sat on his ass. He did do a few air squats now and then, and he paced back and forth whenever he grew too restless. But he didn’t want to burn unnecessary calories, so he mostly rested. And his muscles have clearly lost strength because of it.

His mind, on the other hand, is thrilled to be out here, in nature, breathing in fresh air, and not being confined to four walls.

“So, what’s going on in Torik?” he asks.

Ragnar sends him another look. “We really should keep quiet while we walk. We don’t know if anyone else is out here.”

Kristoffer doubts that very much. The woods are basically endless. Stumbling upon another hiker or hunter out here is like winning the lottery. But of course, Ragnar is right. Tonight is different. Stray zombies could be prowling the area. Or other desperate fugitives. Kristoffer has seen enough zombie apocalypse movies to know that strangers are no longer to be automatically trusted. In fact, they’d do better to steer clear of anyone.

Suddenly, they reach a steep drop revealing a highway cutting through the woods. “Is that … 55?” Kristoffer asks. “Jesus, we’ve walked six miles.”

“We’re almost there,” Ragnar says, beginning to climb down. “We just need to cross the valley.”

Kristoffer follows along. It’s a difficult descent, especially with the heavy backpack. He has to climb backwards on all fours, and still his boots slip on the frozen undergrowth.

They reach the highway, and Kristoffer stops for a moment, appreciating the smooth, level surface under his feet. Looking east, he can make out the lights from Torik. It looks like the town is just behind the horizon, but he knows that’s an illusion; it’s really ten miles away.

Is the place overrun by zombies by now?

He has no idea. He wishes now that he checked online when he was home and had a connection. But it didn’t even cross his mind. Out here, his cell phone is about as useful as a brick. No service, and certainly no internet connection—he doesn’t even bother to look.

“Come on,” Ragnar whispers, waving at him from the other side of the road.

Kristoffer gets moving again, when he glances the other way—back in the direction of Bodum—and sees a set of flashing red lights. A car is parked by the side of the road. Someone is standing next to it.

“Hey,” Kristoffer says, pointing. “Look, Ragnar.”

“I know, I saw it,” Ragnar says. “None of our business.”

“Don’t you think we should check if they need help? They could be having car trouble.” Even as he says it, he’s aware that he’s contradicting what he thought just a minute ago, about strangers being something to avoid. There’s just something about how someone could be hurt and stranded out here in the middle of nowhere—it reminds him all too much of his own predicament being caught in the pantry. Helpless. Left to the mercy of the slim chance of someone dropping by.

“I’m sure they’re fine,” Ragnar says. “Even if they aren’t, there’s nothing we can do for them. Come on now.”

Kristoffer bites his lip. Looking at the person standing there, Ragnar is most likely right. If they were able to get out of the car and walk around, that means they’re probably not too badly hurt. He’s about to keep moving, when the car suddenly honks its horn. It does so three times, then three more times, shorter. And finally, three more of the longer honks again.

Kristoffer frowns at Ragnar. “You heard that, right?”

Ragnar’s expression tells him that yes, he did hear it.

“They’re morsing S-O-S,” Kristoffer mutters, looking back towards the car. “They saw us, and they’re asking us for help.”
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Aksel sees Linus walk towards the center of the enclosure. He’s trying to make it look casual, but he keeps darting looks back towards the street.

Aksel presses his back against the wall, making himself as invisible as he can.

Did someone spot him? When he crossed the few yards from the fence to the building, he was visible from the street. He didn’t notice the spectators. He was more concerned about the guards.

If one of the onlookers saw him climb the fence, would they really tell on him?

Of course they would. They’re scared. Fuck. Should have just bolted when I had the chance.

He still can’t see what’s going on out at the street, and he doesn’t want to chance a look, as that would mean stepping forward, making him visible.

Instead, he looks for Linus. He’s hovering around a few other people now, still doing his best to look inconspicuous. But at the same time, he seems to be signaling to Aksel. His eyebrows are raised, and he’s tilting his head again and again, as though pointing.

He’s telling me to move.

At that moment, Aksel hears footsteps coming this way. Heavy boots. A soldier, no doubt.

Aksel leaves his hiding place by the cable box, moving farther down the wall of the hospital. There are no other great hiding places, but there’s a spot a few yards down where the nearest floodlight casts a shadow from its own pole, and Aksel runs for it. Reaching the shadow, he stops, turns around and sees the soldier come into view. He’s holding his weapon ready, checking behind the cable box where Aksel was standing ten seconds ago.

He then turns back towards the street and shouts: “No one’s here!”

“Well, I saw him,” a shrill voice demands. “A young guy, blonde hair. Just now. I swear!”

Fucking snitch, Aksel thinks, feeling his heart pound even harder. He has no choice. He needs to make a run for it.

He turns and begins walking briskly away from the soldier. As soon as he exits the shadow, he feels completely exposed. He expects the soldier to shout for him to stop. But he doesn’t. Not at first.

Aksel is headed for the gate, which isn’t good, because plenty of soldiers are standing around it. An ambulance has been backed up and is idling there. The sound of the engine provides him with some cover. There might be a slight chance he can keep going along the hospital, thereby reach the street and cross it. If he can just make it into the alleyway, there’s the possibility that he can actually—

Suddenly, Linus shouts: “Run, man!”

Aksel looks back and sees the soldier coming for him. He has obviously made Aksel, but cleverly hasn’t shouted out, not wanting to give him a chance to begin running.

Now, Aksel takes off sprinting. He’s faster than the soldier, especially since he’s not wearing heavy gear or carrying a weapon. He closes in on the gate. The guards aren’t aware yet that Aksel is coming, but the soldier pursuing him is shouting now, and in a matter of seconds, everyone will know what’s going on.

Aksel can’t hope to outrun them all. They’ll tackle him before he can even cross the street.

So, Aksel does the only thing he can: He heads for the ambulance. The driver’s door is open. He throws himself behind the wheel, yanks the gear shift, then stomps the gas pedal.

He expects the ambulance to lunge forward.

Instead, it backs up with a violent jerk, and before Aksel can let off the gas, he hears the gate blow open as he rams through it.

For a few seconds, Aksel is too shocked and rattled to do anything but stare as the ambulance moves farther into the enclosure. The tires bump across the tipped-over gate, and the soldiers rush through the opening, shouting and brandishing their weapons. They’re not opening fire, though, which Aksel expected. If they wanted to kill him, they could easily do so. He’s basically a sitting duck behind the wheel, gawking out at them stupidly.

Then he regains some control, and he hits the gas some more, backing across the enclosure. Checking the mirrors, he sees people jump to get out of the way. Only one is moving towards the ambulance, and that’s Linus. He’s thrown away his blankets and is running awkwardly on his cast, waving wildly at Aksel.

Aksel turns the ambulance slightly, then hits the brakes. Linus yanks open the passenger side door, and even before he’s all the way in, he’s bellowing at Aksel to “floor it!”

Aksel doesn’t need the instruction; he’s already fumbling with the gear shift. It’s automatic, and Aksel never drove one of those. Getting it finally in Drive, he stomps the gas again, and this time, the ambulance really does shoot forward. It’s almost enough to throw Linus back out, but he clings on and manages to slam the door, as Aksel turns the wheel sharply, narrowly dodging a couple of soldiers grabbing for the door handle. He hears a gloved hand slide across the metal. Then they’re off.

“Hold on!” Aksel shouts, aiming for the street.

The ambulance plows through the fence again, this time taking a floodlight with it. The wheel jerks violently, and Aksel clutches it, doing his best to steer the large car. He’s driven a van once or twice before, but never anything as big as the ambulance. They rumble across the metal grid of the fence, and then they’re on the street, and Aksel speeds up as they approach the second barrier. This one is lower, but more solid. It’s made of wooden planks on metal legs. Aksel aims for the narrow space between two of them, and the ambulance slams both of them out of the way.

He notices peripherally that spectators are still standing around on both sidewalks, and he can’t help but think: Hope you’re enjoying the show, assholes!

Linus is shouting something which sounds like a wordless cry of victory. Aksel checks the mirrors as they rush down the empty street, picking up speed. He can make out the silhouette of a few soldiers. Two policemen in hazmat suits, who were apparently guarding the roadblock, are scrambling to get in their car. But it’s parked the wrong way, and it’ll take them twenty seconds or so to turn it and take up pursuit.

Aksel makes a snap decision and turns abruptly in an intersection. Things are flying around in the back, banging into the walls. He’s going way too fast to be driving in the middle of the city, but there are no cars out at this hour—he suspects anyone who didn’t want to be standing out here, freezing their ass off, is watching the show on television instead.

“We did it!” Linus roars out, hanging on as the ambulance swerves. “We fucking did it, man! You’re a genius!”

“They’ll try to catch us,” Aksel says, gunning it. “We can’t be driving around in an ambulance.”

“Right,” Linus says, pointing. “Up ahead, there’s an underground parking space on the left. Drive down there.”

Aksel knows the place, and he makes another sharp turn by the ramp. They enter the parking space, and Aksel drives across to the other end. There’s another ramp, leading up the next street. He hits the brakes, then is about to open the door.

“Wait, where are you going?” Linus asks.

It’s only now Aksel notices Linus is fumbling with something on the dashboard.

“We’re leaving,” Aksel says. “Come on.”

“I’m not going anywhere on foot,” Linus tells him, tearing off a grey box. The display goes dark as the cables are ripped out. “This is the GPS. They can’t track us without it.”

“You sure?” Aksel asks.

Linus grins at him. “Hey, man, I’m a mechanic. I think I recognize a GPS.” He opens his door, dumps out the box, then buckles up. Sending Aksel an impatient look, he shouts: “Come on, man! Hit it!”
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Surprisingly, her mother texts her back almost right away.

Yep. Got called in sooner. What’s up?

Ella types: Need your opinion on something. It’s Gunnar.

What about him? Still in Torik, right?

No. Came home an hour ago. He has a wound …

Ella hesitates before sending off the text. There’s no use in telling her mother about the wound. She can’t see it anyway. And what Ella really needs her input on is whether or not Gunnar can be trusted. So, she rewrites the last sentence: He acted strange.

Her mom’s answer comes right away: Strange how?

Ella thinks it over briefly. Then decides to just be completely honest: Like he was hiding something.

This time, it takes a couple of minutes before the reply ticks in. When it does, Ella is relieved to find that her mom caught on: Are you in any kind of danger, Ella?

I don’t know. That’s the thing.

Did you tell Greta?

She’s sleeping.

Want me to send someone over?

No. This could all be in my head.

If her mother calls in a favor and asks local cops to show up, it would be a nightmare for several reasons. If Gunnar is telling the truth and it’s nothing more than a cigarette burn on his arm, he’ll be furious with Ella. So will Marit for not trusting him, and probably Greta, too. Spending the day here tomorrow would be awkward to say the least. Besides, with what she’s seen and heard on TV, she suspects that calling 911 with even a slight suspicion that someone infected was here in town, would mean sirens, lockdown, paramedics, helicopters, the whole shebang. And if it all turns out to be a false alarm …

I need to know for sure.

Another text from her mom. You have strong instincts. I say listen to them.

Ella takes a deep breath. Something gives way inside of her. A certain tension in her chest is released. There’s a surge of fear, but also a certain alleviation of stress. Simply making the decision that she needs to do something instead of just lying here, worrying, makes the situation a little less scary. She types back her mom: Thanks. Love you.

She turns off the phone’s screen and pulls away the blanket. She listens for a second, making sure that Marit is still sleeping. Then she gets up, bringing her clothes to the hallway. She quickly gets dressed. Listening by Greta’s bedroom door, she can hear the sound of rain mixed with exotic bird noises. Greta has the same condition as her daughter—Ella can’t recall the name of it, but it’s something about them having a hard time going to sleep—so she uses meditation music to block out any disturbing noises. Ella doesn’t want to wake up her aunt. She’ll no doubt react just like Marit did, automatically defending Gunnar. It’s what people do when you raise questions about their loved ones. Ella knows her mother loves her brother as well. They aren’t terribly close, but they grew up together, and they respect each other. Still, Ella never for a moment doubted her mother would let that cloud her judgement when Ella asked her opinion.

She’s right. I should listen to my gut. If there really is something to be worried about, then I need to know.

And the only way to find out for certain is to go downstairs and check on her uncle.


15



The person outside the car moves around the back, crossing in front of the rear lights. And as they do, Kristoffer sees the jerky, dragging movements.

“They’re trapped inside the car,” Kristoffer says. “That’s a zombie holding them prisoners. We have to help them, Ragnar.”

“We most certainly don’t,” Ragnar says, suddenly standing next to Kristoffer. He grabs his arm. “All we have to do is keep walking. We’ll reach my place in twenty minutes, and we’ll be safe.”

“But we can’t just leave them,” Kristoffer argues, as Ragnar begins dragging him along.

“We can and we will,” Ragnar says.

“You have the shotgun,” Kristoffer says, pulling free. “You can easily put it down.”

Ragnar raises his eyebrows. “Are you crazy? Firing a shot will draw everyone within ten miles.”

Kristoffer shakes his head. “I’m pretty sure they don’t go by sound. I don’t think they go by any of the regular senses, really. All they have is this … instinct, or whatever. They can feel when someone living is close.”

“How the hell do you know?”

“I just do.”

Ragnar throws out his arm. “Even if you’re right, we’ll still alert anyone not infected. I don’t want to compromise our position. We’re too close to my place to draw any attention.”

“Okay, I’ll do it then,” Kristoffer says, holding up the golf club. “I’ve used this before. It’s silent.”

Ragnar eyes him. “I don’t get it. What is to gain by this? You run a huge risk. And for what? Helping some strangers you don’t know and will never see again?”

“Yeah,” Kristoffer says, shrugging. “I guess that’s it. Can’t that be enough?”

“You listen to me, and listen carefully,” Ragnar hisses, stepping closer. “If you’re coming with me, you do as I say. That means no unnecessary risks. No stupid heroic gestures. Shit like that gets you killed, not to mention getting people around you killed. Meaning me. And I’m not catching that virus just to appease your conscience.” He points towards the car. “If you go down there, I’m pressing on without you. It’s as simple as that. Make up your mind.”

Kristoffer considers. The car honks again, the same nine honks. The international morse for “save our souls.”

And he realizes that he already made up his mind. There’s no way he’s leaving the people in the car to freeze to death. He takes off the backpack, setting it gently down.

Ragnar stares at him. “What are you doing?”

“I’m giving you back your stuff,” Kristoffer says. “If you want it, you’ll have to carry it yourself. Now, I’m going down there to help out whoever is trapped in the car. And if the backpack is still here when I come back, I’ll happily pick it up again and go with you. But if it’s gone, that’s fine too.”

The muscles in Ragnar’s jaw moves. “I thought you were smarter than this.”

“Oh, you did?” Kristoffer asks, fighting to keep his voice calm. Suddenly, he feels an unexpected rage well up in his chest. “I guess we should have aligned expectations before we left Bodum.”

“Expectations?” Ragnar scoffs.

“Yeah, expectations. If this partnership is to work, it can’t all be about survival.”

“I don’t give a damn about your expectations, boy. It’s my place we’re going to.”

“Yes. Your place, your rules. Fine. I’ll respect that. But you’re not my boss. If you want a fucking minion, I say you go back and pick someone else. Someone without their own principles. Someone scared shitless. Because I’m telling you, none of those apply to me.”

Ragnar’s eyes narrow to slits. “What I want is someone who’s able to make tough decisions.”

“Tough decisions? Let me tell you something. I’ve been living in a fucking pantry for two weeks. I shot a policeman in the head. I killed two zombies already.” Kristoffer is aware that he’s raising his voice, almost to the point of shouting, but he can’t help it. He taps his chest with the head of the golf club. “I can make tough decisions. But right now, my heart is telling me that the right decision is to go over there and give those people a helping hand. And I don’t care if you disagree. This is my call. I’m not even asking for your help.”

“Great, because you’re not getting it,” Ragnar snarls, then looks away.

It seems like he’s about to leave, but Kristoffer doesn’t care. He wasn’t bluffing just now. If Ragnar leaves without him, so be it.

He turns and marches down the road towards the car and the zombie.
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After exiting the parking space, Aksel keeps a more moderate pace. They still drive fast, but not hazardously. He signals when turning, stops for red, and hopes that no one looks too closely at the banged-up front of the ambulance.

He expects every second to see flashing lights in the mirrors, or maybe a roadblock up ahead, or even a helicopter shining its light down from above.

None of that happens, though. Real-life car chases, apparently, aren’t as dramatic as the ones on YouTube. At least not this one.

“They’ve lost us,” Linus says after a few blocks, breaking the tense silence. He cranks up the heat, then leans back with a sigh. “Fuck, we did it. We got away.”

“Yeah,” Aksel mutters. “Guess we did. So, where are we going?” It’s only now he realizes that he’s just driving without any particular destination in mind.

“My mom’s place,” Linus says right away, taking out his phone. “I called my girl earlier, they’re all there. It’s in Trondheim.”

“What’s the address?”

Linus tells him the street name and number, then makes a call. “Hey, babe … Yeah, I’m on my way … No, not exactly, but I got out. I’m bringing a friend. We’ll be there in thirty minutes … Yeah, I know. She asleep? … What about Mom? … Good … No, let them sleep. We’ll be quiet when we get there … Right … See you soon.” He ends the call, then tells Aksel: “We’ll be safe there. There’s no way the infected have spread so far. First thing tomorrow morning, if they haven’t gotten this shit under control, we’ll stock up on food and go farther south.”

Aksel nods. He’s too tired to think of that right now. Instead, he asks: “You have a daughter?”

“Yeah, man. Well, she isn’t mine. But I love her.” That last part he adds almost defensively. “She’s a bright kid. Eleven years old, and already reading books this thick.” He holds up a couple of fingers, grinning. “Me, I never even finished a magazine while on the crapper.”

“Me neither,” Aksel mutters. He glances at the clock on the dashboard: 3:44. He should be sleeping soundly right now. He’s still not completely sure this isn’t some insane dream. Right now, it seems more plausible to him that he dropped acid last night and is still passed out in his bed, hallucinating.

Except he didn’t drop acid last night. He was with Frida.

The thought of her sends a stab through his chest, then immediately reminds him of Jakob, and the next stab is so painful, he gives off a croak.

“You all right, man?” Linus asks.

“I’m fine,” Aksel wheezes, fighting back sobs. “It’s just … nothing.”

“Hey, man,” Linus begins. “If you—”

“I said I’m fine,” Aksel repeats, raising his voice. “All right? I’m not infected!” He turns to glare at Linus, his lips quivering. “Get it? I’m not fucking sick!”

“Jesus,” Linus says, holding up his hands. “I’m just making sure, man. Don’t take it like that.” As Aksel keeps staring at him, Linus goes: “Could you please stop mad-dogging me and look at the road? I don’t wanna crash.”

Aksel turns his attention back to the street and blinks away tears. “Fuck,” he hisses. “It’s all fucked. It’s all fucking fucked.”

“Yeah, I know,” Linus mumbles, running his hands over his buzzcut. “It’s bad. I’m not too hopeful they’ll get it under control, but … I guess there’s still a chance.”

“Yeah, well, that chance just got even smaller because of what we did,” Aksel scoffs. “We basically opened the gates for everyone back there.”

“Hey, they shouldn’t have kept us prisoners,” Linus says. “They basically forced us. This is on them, man. Don’t turn the tables now.”

Aksel wants to agree with Linus. But part of him doesn’t. Part of him feels guilty, just like Jakob did. He pushes the thought of his brother back. He can’t deal with it now. It’ll just make him break down, and Linus is the last person he wants to be bawling in front of.

As though Linus reads his mind, he clears his throat and asks: “So, uhm, what happened in there?”

Aksel just shakes his head.

“You said you evacuated yourself. How did you do it?” He holds up his hands, adding: “I mean, if you don’t wanna talk about it, that’s cool. I’m just making conversation.”

Aksel chews his tongue. “I, uhm … I wasn’t on call when it happened, but I went there because I got a call from my brother.”

“You work at that place?”

“I’m a mortician’s apprentice.”

“Seriously? That’s cool.”

Aksel relays everything that happened since Jakob called him from the car. He finds that it’s surprisingly easy to get the words out. The events play like a movie in his memory, and he simply describes them. It feels a lot like it happened to someone else. Until he gets to the part where Frida got suspicious of the guy with his son in a wheelchair.

“She was right,” he says, staring blankly at the road. They’ve left Torik by now, and the dark, hilly landscape is open all around them. “I should have done something. But I just wanted to get off that roof.” He shakes his head. “That fucking asshole was lying. His boy was infected. He must have died right after they got into the helicopter. He woke up, and … Frida was sitting right next to him. He bit her throat open. She died within thirty seconds or so.”

“Fuck, man,” Linus whispers. “That’s rough.”

Aksel focuses on getting the last of the story out. Somehow, it suddenly feels vitally important that he gets to finish. “We got out, Jakob and me. I grabbed the emergency parachute, and we were about to jump out together, when Jakob, he … he …” Aksel doesn’t know how to put it.

“He was bitten, too?” Linus asks, staring fixedly at Aksel.

“No. He jumped out. Without the chute. It happened so fast, I couldn’t stop him.”

“Whoa. Why would he do that? Wasn’t there enough time?”

“There was. We could have jumped together. But he … didn’t want to.” Aksel hears the words, and he realizes they’re the closest he can get to accurately describing it, so he repeats them: “He didn’t want to go on.”

“But … why?”

Aksel shakes his head slowly. “Been asking myself that. At first I figured it was my fault. I told him the chute was only meant for one person. I should have kept my goddamn mouth shut. I thought he did it because then at least I got the chance of surviving the jump.”

“And you did?”

“Yeah, I did.”

“Fucking hell, man,” Linus says, letting out a long breath. “I’m really sorry. What a fucking ordeal you went through.”

“But I don’t think that’s the real reason,” Aksel goes on, talking almost to himself now. He sees Jakob’s eyes as he fell. Sees the torrent of emotions coming off his brother’s face. He knew him better than any other person on this planet, and recalling his expression now, Aksel can tell that Jakob didn’t do it as a sacrifice to make sure Aksel would get off the building safely. He did it because of guilt. Because he couldn’t live with what he’d caused.

Jakob was always the more reckless of them, but paradoxically also the one with the heaviest conscience. He would often do stupid shit, then feel immense shame afterwards. Often, Aksel suspected Jakob did shit to impress him. That last stunt was probably no different—why else would he call up Aksel first thing from the truck, bragging about the dead guy he was bringing back?

“It’s really my fault,” Aksel says, not even aware he’s talking out loud. “He did it because of me.”

“Don’t blame yourself, man,” Linus tells him. “We all get a choice. That’s how I see it, anyway. Your brother made his.”

“Choice,” Aksel sneers, blinking back tears. “There was no choice involved. It runs in our family.”

“What does?”

“Suicide. My grandpa did it, and my mother did it, too. I never in a million years thought Jakob would do it, but … it makes sense.” He shakes his head as a tear rolls down his cheek. “He didn’t choose anything. It was in his fucking programming.”
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I’m seriously fucked …

He tried everything he could think of. Poured alcohol straight into the cut. Singed it with his lighter. He even sliced away the skin around the cut, which was so goddamn painful, he almost passed out. Blinking sweat from his eyes, he’d wrapped it back up. The rest of the way home, he drove with the window open all the way, so the freezing air would keep the dizziness away.

Still, it hadn’t worked. The wound was obviously still infected.

Should have cut my fucking arm clean off.

But he couldn’t have done that, even if he wanted to. He only had his combat knife, and while it was plenty sharp, it couldn’t cut through bone. Besides, it was too late now anyway.

How the hell could it have come to this? It was barely more than a nick. He’s cut himself worse shaving. Yet it was enough. Already before he exited Torik, he felt it begin to throb. And when he pulled over and rolled up his sleeve, he knew it was bad.

He stopped by the 24-hour pharmacy and bought whatever penicillin and painkillers he could legally get without a prescription. He downed half a fistful of each. The painkillers were also antipyretic, and he suspects that’s why he’s not spiking a fever.

Yet.

Gunnar was assigned the ungrateful task of transporting the infected who had turned unresponsive. He and three others would keep an eye on them, and as soon as they slipped into that coma-like state, they opened the gates, picked up the person and strapped them to a stretcher.

That last one, the heavy guy, apparently his left arm wasn’t properly secured. Because he managed to twist his hand in a way that he could reach Gunnar. His nails tore right through the hazmat suit before he had time to react.

According to protocol, since Gunnar’s protective suit had been compromised, he was supposed to go for a safety checkup. But Gunnar knew what that meant. He’d seen two other soldiers go that way earlier. They didn’t come back out of that medical tent.

So, instead, he simply walked off the premises. It was surprisingly easy. No one noticed. Or, if they did, they didn’t suspect him of desertion. Reaching the jeep, he switched to his uniform and drove off.

We shouldn’t have been messing with them. Should have just blown their brains out the moment they got infected.

But they had clear instructions. This was a disease, not a crime. The infected were to be considered patients, not hostiles. Which meant until they turned unresponsive, they couldn’t be restrained physically—because they hadn’t done anything wrong.

What a load of horse crap. Typical paper pushers calling the shots without the faintest idea of what was actually happening on the ground. Gunnar has seen it a thousand times throughout his career in the military.

The fever hasn’t come on yet, but he knows it will. All he can hope is that he took the antibiotics in time, and that they will kill the infection.

He finishes the cigarette and drops it in the toilet. Then he exits the bathroom and goes to the kitchen. Opening the fridge, he grabs a beer, opens it and downs most of it in one go. He’s awfully thirsty. So, he grabs two more. Also, he takes a Ben & Jerry from the fridge, bringing the whole thing to the living room. Turning on the television, he slumps down on the couch and begins shoveling down ice cream.

The news channel is still showing footage from Torik. The official number of dead at the bottom of the screen says 141. Gunnar knows the actual number is a lot higher. Probably four times as many. But of course they won’t tell the public that. They also won’t mention that they had detected the infection in at least three other locations in Torik besides the hospital.

It’s all about leading people to believe it’s under control, even when it’s clearly not. Several infected people walked off site, himself included. They simply couldn’t contain it, despite their best efforts. How could they? When all it took was a tiny scratch …

Gunnar feels a chill run down his back, and he pulls the blanket over his lap. Maybe he is getting a fever after all. He takes the thermometer from his back pocket, turns it on and places it inside his cheek. When it beeps, he checks the number.

“Thank God,” he mutters. His temperature still isn’t elevated.

He feels slightly less anxious. Maybe he really did manage to save his own ass in time. He finds a stand-up show on Netflix, opens another beer, and does his best to space out.

He’ll keep checking his temperature every ten minutes or so. He doesn’t want to place his family in danger. If the fever comes on, he’ll go to the car. There’s no point in calling 911 or driving to the emergency room himself. He knows they can’t help him. Instead, he’ll drive to someplace remote, then kill himself. Ending it swiftly, without pain and on his own terms seems vastly preferable.

If it comes to that. Jury’s still out.

Gunnar sniggers as the comedian cracks a joke about Trump.
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It’s an elderly woman. Kind of reminds him of Helda. Only she has white hair and is significantly shorter.

Kristoffer expected to recognize her. He took it as a given that the person would be one of the citizens of Bodum. But he’s never seen the woman before.

Must have come from Torik then, he thinks as he approaches the car. But how the hell did she make it all the way out here on foot? That would have taken days, if not weeks.

It doesn’t really matter, though. What matters is taking her down as clean and as fast as he can. Which means going for the head.

Taking down the police zombie in Helda and Halgrim’s backyard, Kristoffer learned that breaking open the skull and hurting the brain is easiest at the temple, not the base. Which makes the golf club a perfect weapon for an oncoming opponent, really.

He’s still angry as hell from talking to Ragnar, and he finds it’s an excellent motivation; it keeps the fear at bay.

“Excuse me, ma’am?” he says loudly, wanting to confirm his theory that the undead don’t have any sense of hearing.

And it seems like he’s right. The lady doesn’t even turn her head in his direction. Only when Kristoffer gets within twelve feet or so does she finally seem to become aware of him.

The car’s windows are all foggy. Someone is waving at him from inside it, a woman’s voice shouting: “Thank you! Oh, God, thank you so much!” There’s a man’s voice, too, telling him to please be careful.

Kristoffer ignores both of them, keeping all his attention on the old woman as she pans around and comes for him.

He takes up position, steadying his feet on the icy asphalt, then swings at her hard.

The shot lands exactly where he wants it to, and the old lady goes down. Kristoffer doesn’t wait and see if she gets up again, but immediately strikes her again, using the golf club like a lumberjack chopping wood. The second blow connects with the top of her skull, caving it in several inches with a nasty cracking sound which reminds Kristoffer of that time he dropped a watermelon.

The woman stays absolutely still. No jerking, no more sounds.

Kristoffer lets out a long, trembling breath, then looks at the car’s windows. Two round faces are staring out at him through the cloudy windows. The woman covers her face with her hands, and the man opens the door to step out. He’s heavy, to say the least. The car sways as he exits it. He’s also younger than Kristoffer took him to be. No more than thirty.

“Thanks, man,” he breathes. “I thought we were never getting out.” He’s wearing nothing but a regular sweater and jeans, and he’s visibly shivering from the cold. “We’ve been stuck in there all night.”

The words awake some very recent memories in Kristoffer, and he finds himself almost choking up as he tells the guy: “You’re welcome.” Clearing his throat, he asks: “Are you both okay?”

“Yeah, I guess so,” the guy says, looking in at the woman. “My wife just needs her meds, and she’ll be all right again.”

“Is she … is she dead?” the woman asks from inside the car.

“Yes,” the guy says, glancing over at the old woman. “Dead as a doornail.”

“Oh, don’t say that,” the woman whimpers. “Can you … can you please cover her face, Hans? I don’t want to see.”

“Sure, sure,” the guy says, making as though to pull off his sweater.

“Wait,” Kristoffer says. “You shouldn’t take that off. You’re already freezing.”

“But … that’s my wife’s mother,” he says.

“Let me take care of her, then,” Kristoffer offers. “Here, hold this.”

The guy takes the golf club as though Kristoffer just offered him a murder weapon—which, technically, he did.

Kristoffer then grabs the zombie by the ankles and drags her off to the side of the road. He should have done so to begin with either way, so no other drivers coming this way risk hitting the corpse and crashing.

“Okay,” the guy tells his wife. “You can come out now, Ingrid.”

The woman scooches to the open door. She’s almost as heavy as her husband, and the car sways again. She swings out her legs, attempts to pull herself to her feet, but fails. The guy immediately grabs her and tries to help. At first, Kristoffer figures this is normal; that she’s simply struggling because of her weight. But then she shakes her head and mutters: “No, I can’t. I’m sorry, hon. I’m too dizzy. Can you please just get it for me?”

“Sure, sure,” he says, going to the trunk. He pops it and rummages through a big sports bag. It’s stuffed with what looks like anything they could grab. Anything, except for clothes.

“Did you guys come from Torik?” Kristoffer asks. He’s addressing the woman—Ingrid—but she doesn’t hear him. She’s just sitting there, shivering, staring at her feet. So, Kristoffer repeats the question to Hans.

“Yes,” he says. “We left town an hour ago. We had no choice. My mother-in-law, she …” He glances in at his wife, then lowers his voice. “She was sick already. It was her husband, my father-in-law, he bit her. I locked him in the bedroom.” The guy’s eyes turn distant for a moment, as he replays what must be unpleasant memories. “We just took what we could fit in this bag, and we left. But Kari, she …” He glances towards the dead woman. “She turned worse quickly. When she slipped into a coma, I knew there was no choice left. So, I pulled over, and I carried her outside. But then the stupid car … it’s got this thing with the starter … I was supposed to take it to the shop first thing tomorrow, but I clean forgot, and I shut off the engine, and it wouldn’t start again. I’m such a moron!” He spits out that last word with enough vitriol to make Kristoffer blink. He begins to get the picture of this guy as someone with very low self-esteem, probably raised by mean-spirited parents.

“It’s okay,” Kristoffer says, glancing back at Ragnar. To his surprise, he’s still there, waiting by the roadside. “So, do you know how to start the car?”

“No,” the guy says, shaking his head. “Where is that darn thing? Honey, did you put it in the bag?”

“Yes, of course I did,” the woman answers. “It’s right there. The red ziplock bag.”

“I can’t find it,” the guy says, flipping the bag over, spilling the content out into the trunk. He spreads it out. “Nope, it’s not here. Are you sure you brought it?”

The woman gives off a groan. “Oh, Jesus … no, I … I left it on the counter … I remember it now … oh, Jesus …”

“Fuck,” the guy mutters, looking at Kris. “You don’t happen to have any insulin, do you?”

“What, like the stuff you use for diabetes?”

“Exactly.”

“No, I’m sorry.”

The guy runs his hands through his hair and looks around. “Is there a town around here? A pharmacy?”

“There’s a village called Bodum, but no pharmacy. The nearest drug stores are in Torik.”

“Damnit! Why didn’t I double-check?” Again, Hans sounds like he wants to kick himself.

Ingrid has begun crying.

“Okay, well, do you have anything to eat?” Hans asks, looking at Kristoffer. “Her blood levels are low. She needs something to eat.”

“Something sugary,” the woman adds between sobs.

“I … well …” Kristoffer hesitates. He’s not entirely sure what to say here. He feels pretty certain Ragnar packed some food, but he’s a lot less certain he wants to give any of it away to Ingrid—even if her sugar levels are low.

“Look, it’s really important,” Hans says, stepping closer. He looks like he’s about to grab Kristoffer’s shirt, but he restrains himself as Kristoffer moves back. He made a mental note when the guy told him that he not only drove for an hour with an infected person in the car, but also had been in close contact with his zombie dad-in-law back at their place. So, until he knows for certain that neither Hans nor Ingrid got themselves infected, he’s not going to touch either of them.

Hans seems to pick up on this, as he holds up his hands, splaying out his sausage fingers. “It’s okay, we’re not sick. Not … like that, anyway. I promise. All we need is something for my wife’s diabetes, and we’ll be fine. Do you have something she can eat? Please. She could become really ill if she doesn’t get anything.”

Kristoffer considers for a moment. Then he nods. “Okay, look … let me go ask my partner back there.”

“Thank you!” Hans blurts out, folding his hands. “Thank you, you’re a lifesaver!”

“I’m not making any promises,” Kristoffer tells him. “I don’t know if he … let me just go ask him, okay? You guys stay here.”
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“There.”

Linus points to a red brick house coming up on the right.

“Do I park out here?” Aksel asks, checking the mirrors. It’s a regular, suburban neighborhood. No lights are on in any of the houses.

“No, man, it’ll draw way too much attention,” Linus says, pulling out his keys. He hits a button, and the garage door begins rolling up. “Drive in there. It’ll fit, don’t worry.”

The garage is a bit taller than most, and as they drive inside, Aksel realizes it’s basically a small mechanic’s shop. Shelves of tools, a jack, even a pit, which right now is covered by a metal plate.

“Me and my old man used to fix cars in here,” Linus tells him, unbuckling. “Fuck, I can’t wait to get my hands on some painkillers. This goddamn toe is killing me.”

Aksel jumps out too, and his knees almost give way under him. His body is buzzing with exhaustion, his head feels like it’s full of wool.

A movement from the corner makes Aksel freeze. A big, orange cat comes slinking across the floor.

“Hey, Garfield,” Linus mutters, as he limps to a door leading to the house. “Don’t pet him, or he’ll never leave you alone.”

The cat meows disarmingly and rubs up against Aksel’s leg. He scratches him briefly behind the ear, then follows Linus. They enter a neat washing room. The dryer is going.

“Mom insists on running all the appliances in the middle of the night,” Linus scoffs over his shoulder. “You know, because the power is cheaper at this hour. Old miser. Come on.” He leads Aksel inside a shiny clean and fairly modern kitchen. The dishwasher is going. A delicious, lingering smell of pasta or lasagna reminds Aksel that he hasn’t eaten all day.

“Fuck, I’m starving,” Linus says, probably also smelling the food. He hits the light, then opens the fridge. “Yahtzee! Check this out …” He takes out a huge dish covered in tinfoil. Only a quarter of the lasagna has been eaten. “What say we warm up this puppy?”

“Honestly, I’m ready to eat it cold,” Aksel mutters, swallowing as his mouth literally waters. The cat—who’s followed them—meows as though to say: “Me too.”

“Knock yourself out, man,” Linus grins, handing him the dish. “You deserve it more than me. I’ll hit the shower first.”

Aksel is certainly not one to argue. He locates a fork in one of the drawers, then sits down by the counter and begins shoveling down the food. It’s hands down the best thing he’s ever tasted. “Your mom made this?” he asks. “She’s a master cook.”

“I know. You can thank her when she wakes up.” Before leaving, Linus grabs a beer can from the fridge, opens it and slurps down most of it. He burps and throws one to Aksel. “All right, be right back. Save some for me, man.”

“No promises,” Aksel grunts between mouthfuls.

Linus grins again, slaps him on the shoulder, then limps out of the kitchen. Aksel is left with only the sounds of his own chewing and swallowing, and the wet slurps from the dishwasher. The windows face the front lawn, which is snow-free yet frozen. The break of dawn is approaching. Garfield has jumped onto the sill, and is watching him hungrily, his thick tail swinging like a pendulum.

“Sorry, I’m not sharing,” Aksel mutters.

On the wall hangs a collage of family pictures. One of them is Linus as a pimply teenager, braces and all. Aksel can’t help but snigger.

Then, apparently out of nowhere, he’s overwhelmed by sadness. His hand, which was on its way to his mouth, drops the fork, and Aksel just manages to cover his mouth before he begins sobbing violently. His shoulders jump, his lungs heave, and tears spill from his eyes, dripping into the lasagna. He’s never cried like this before, not even as a little boy. But there’s no helping it. He just lets his system do its thing. There are no thoughts. Not even any images. It seems to just be pure grief spilling out of him.

Finally, after what feels like half an hour, the crying subsides. He’s able to reach for a paper towel and wipe his face. He blows his nose, sighs deeply, and just sits there with his eyes closed for a moment. He feels better. Still tired, but better.

When he opens his eyes again, he jolts as he notices a figure out the corner of his eye. “Holy hell!”

It’s a girl, skinny, huge eyes, curly hair, wearing an oversized T-shirt. Aksel didn’t hear her enter the kitchen. For all he knows, she could have been standing there for minutes. She’s holding a smartphone in her hand.

“Christ,” he breathes. “You scared me.”

“Sorry about that,” she says. Her voice is slightly whiney, revealing that she’s even younger than she looks. “Who are you?”

“I’m … my name’s Aksel,” he says. “I came here with … your dad, I guess. I mean, stepdad. I’m a friend of his.” Aksel racks his brain, trying to recall the girl’s name. He’s not sure Linus told him. “Sorry, I forgot your name ...”

The girl just looks at him.

“What’s your name?” Aksel prompts.

“Rosalind Augusta Varland,” she says. “Most people call me Rosa.”

“Hi, Rosa,” Aksel says. “Most people call me Axe.”

“Nice to meet you, Axe,” the girl says, not smiling. She strikes him as weirdly emotionless. Autistic, even. Linus didn’t mention anything about her having any kinds of conditions, so maybe she’s just awkward.

“Nice to meet you too, Rosa,” he says. “Shouldn’t you be asleep?”

She shakes her head once, making her curls sway. “I can never go back to sleep again once I’m up. I woke up because I heard the shower. I figured it was Linus who’d come back, and I wanted to say hi.”

“Well, you figured right,” Aksel says. “I’m sure he’ll be out in a minute.”

Rosa finally moves. She comes to the counter and sits down on the chair next to Aksel’s. She places the phone on the counter, then folds her slender finger on top of it, like a news reporter. “Were you there, too? At Torik Hospital?”

“I was.”

“Were you kept in confinement, too?”

“Yep.”

“I’m glad you and Linus were allowed to go home.”

“Yeah, me too.” Aksel avoids her solemn eyes, afraid she’ll ask him a question that’ll require him to lie.

But she doesn’t press the point. Instead, she asks bluntly: “Did anyone you cared about die up there?”

The breath catches in Aksel’s throat, and he conceals it by coughing. “Yeah. I lost my brother.” The words come surprisingly easy this time. They still don’t ring completely true in his own ears, but that’s probably something he’ll need to get used to.

“I’m sorry for your loss,” Rosa tells him. “Was that why you were crying just now?”

Aksel can’t help but scoff. The situation is just too surreal. The way she interviews him. It’s like she knows the right words, but doesn’t have enough social skills yet to know what’s appropriate.

“I’m sorry,” she says, showing for the first time some emotion on her face, as she apparently feels guilty. “I shouldn’t have asked you about that.”

“No, it’s fine,” Aksel assures her. “And yes, I think that’s why I was crying. Also because I’m very, very tired.”

“Haven’t you slept at all tonight?”

“Nope.”

She frowns. “Didn’t they offer you somewhere to sleep?”

“No, they didn’t. And nothing to eat, either.”

Rosa looks down at the half-eaten lasagna, then back up at Aksel. “My grandma makes an excellent lasagna, don’t you think?”

“Best one I ever had.” Aksel realizes he’s smiling. Talking to the girl—despite her very straightforward manners—is oddly comforting. She’s like the perfect representative from the world that he used to live in just a day ago. Easygoing, carefree, oblivious.

“If you want to sleep now, you can use my bed,” she offers. “I won’t go back to sleep, like I already told you.”

“Thank you, but I’m not sure—”

“Heeey, Rosita!” Linus comes through the door, spreading out his arms. He’s wearing a fresh T-shirt, boxers, and he’s changed the gauze on his foot. “Sorry, did I wake you?”

“No, it was the sound of the water that woke me,” Rosa tells him matter-of-factly, then gets up to receive the hug from Linus. She returns it, smiling as she does, but she doesn’t seem terribly passionate about it.

“Yeah, that’s what I meant,” Linus grunts, ruffling her curls. “You should go back to sleep.”

“I can’t,” she says. “Once I wake up, I can never—”

“Yeah, yeah, I know,” he grins. “Well, you know where the TV is. And remember, no news. Mom’s rules, right?”

“I remember,” Rosa says calmly. She turns to Aksel, then places a hand on his arm. Her nails are painted with blue nail polish that’s been halfway scraped off again. “I’m sorry your brother didn’t make it. But I’m glad you did.”

“Thank you,” Aksel mutters, feeling new tears form in his eyes at the sudden display of empathy on the strange girl’s face.

She takes her phone, turns and walks into the living room.

Linus closes the door after her, rolling his eyes. “She’s an oddball, I know. But isn’t she sweet?”

“She is,” Aksel says, agreeing on both accounts.

“Wouldn’t hurt a fly. Very considerate. Smart too. Her brain is just wired a bit differently, I guess. Okay …” He rubs his palms together. “My turn to dive in. You want a shower?”

“Actually, I think I might just hit the sack,” Aksel says. Just getting up from the chair is a challenge, and he leans on the counter. “If that’s all right?”

“Sure, man. Make yourself at home. You want the couch? No, wait, Rosa is in the living room. I can fetch the air mattress? It’ll only take a moment to fill it.”

Aksel doesn’t feel like waiting a moment. “Can I just sleep in Rosa’s bed?”

Linus grunts. “Sure, if you don’t mind pink linens and Justin Bieber posters. It’s down the hallway, second on the left.”
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She’s relieved that the steps don’t creak as she slips downstairs.

The lights are off, but she can hear something from the living room. A man talking. At first, Ella takes it to be Gunnar. But as she listens, she can hear people laughing too, and she realizes it’s the television.

There’s a couple of sliding glass doors leading to the living room, and they’re slightly apart. From here, Ella can see the flat screen where a comedian is walking around on a stage. The couch is facing the television, and Gunnar’s uniform is slung across the backrest. But she can’t tell whether Gunnar is lying on it or not.

She stands there for a moment, listening, trying to filter out the voice of the comedian and the laughs from the audience. She’s hoping to hear a sound from Gunnar. Maybe a grunt of laughter. Or a snore. But she doesn’t hear anything.

She hesitates, considers. She needs to pee. At least her bladder tells her so, even though she peed before going to bed.

If she goes into the living room, she risks getting cornered, since there are no other ways out of there. And the longer she waits, the more she gets the feeling that Gunnar isn’t in there.

Except for the smell.

Sniffing, she picks up on the salty, sour smell she remembers from the bathroom. She pushes one of the glass doors aside slowly, and the stench grows more prominent.

He’s definitely in here.

Ella slips across the hardwood floor, approaching the couch. She walks around to the side of it, stopping and leaning forward to get a view of Gunnar.

He’s sitting up, arms out to the sides, head leaned back, face towards the ceiling, mouth open wide. There are two empty beer cans and an ice cream bucket with a spoon in it on the table. There’s also a thermometer.

Ella stares at her uncle’s Adam’s apple. She can’t tell if it’s moving. If Gunnar is breathing. His skin looks awfully pale. But it could be the light from the television that’s making it appear that way.

Her heart is hammering away in her chest. Questions are shooting like fireworks. Is he dead already? How long has it been? How long does it take before he wakes back up? What do I do? What do I do? I need to know for sure; I need to feel for his pulse. No, don’t touch him. Just get away from here. Run and don’t look back.

Primal instincts are fighting the more civilized part of her brain, the part that stands for reason and logic. The part that always sounds like her mother.

Take it easy. Panicking won’t help. Just check his pulse. Do it from behind the couch. If he moves an inch, then you run.

Ella moves back behind the couch, stepping close enough that she can reach out a hand and place two fingers on the soft spot below Gunnar’s ear. She notices how his skin feels both cold and hot. It’s also clammy.

He definitely has a fever.

She can’t feel his pulse, though. But she knew it would be difficult. The heartbeat of someone sleeping can be very faint. Besides, her own pulse is roaring like mad, making her fingers buzz.

The spoon. Check if he’s breathing.

Ella slips to the front of the couch. She takes the spoon from the empty bucket, and, leaning forward, she places it close to Gunnar’s nostrils. She holds it there for a moment, straining not to shake. She’s very aware that her fingers are inches from his mouth. She stares intently at Gunnar’s eyes. If the lids as much as flutter, she’s ready to jump back.

But they don’t.

She takes the spoon away and looks at it. It’s foggy.

Ella feels her stomach drop an inch. He’s not dead. At least not yet.

As she lowers the spoon to look at Gunnar again, he’s staring right back up at her.

Before she can react, he shoots forward, grabbing her wrist.

Ella screams, but the sound is cut off as Gunnar slaps his palm across her mouth.
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Ragnar is sitting on Kristoffer’s backpack, his hands deep in his pockets. He’s not moving at all, only his eyes follow Kristoffer as he approaches.

“They’re fine,” Kristoffer tells him, stopping. “I took care of the old woman.”

“I saw,” Ragnar says simply.

“They need something to eat. For the woman in the car. She’s diabetic, and they didn’t bring her medi—”

“I know,” Ragnar says, his tone still very calm. “I heard.”

Kristoffer frowns and looks back up at the car. Ragnar’s hearing must be excellent, especially for a guy his age. But then he sees Hans crouching down by the open car door, and says in a low voice: “It’s okay, I’m sure they have something for you to eat.”

The words are carried down-road by the gentle, icy night breeze, making it sound like Hans is only twenty feet away. So, obviously, Ragnar heard every word. Kristoffer assumes it doesn’t go the other way, but he still lowers his voice as he asks: “Did you bring any food?”

“I did.”

“Okay, so … can you spare something?”

“I can,” Ragnar says. He doesn’t get up. “And then what?”

“What do you mean, then what?”

“After we give them some of our food, then what do we do?”

Kristoffer shrugs. “We press on, I guess.”

“Just you and me? What about them? Their car won’t start. Where would you have them go to get it fixed?”

Kristoffer looks back up the road, biting his lip. He did briefly consider just how difficult of a situation the couple is in. Without a working car, you’re in a rough spot out here, even in the best of times. It’s all but impossible getting a signal on a cellphone, which means you’ll likely have to walk for help. And right now, with darkness, freezing temperatures, and living deads roaming the forest, plus the fact that they didn’t bring any warm clothes or weapons … even if they made it to Bodum, the village could be basically a ghost town by now.

“I see your point,” Kristoffer mutters. “Their outlook isn’t exactly great.”

Ragnar smacks his lips. “What do you think we should do, Kris?”

Kristoffer frowns. He can’t believe Ragnar is suddenly interested in his opinion. “I think we should give them something to eat,” he says, talking slowly.

“All right,” Ragnar says, nodding. He gets up, unzips the backpack, and takes out two granola bars. “Here. These will do wonders to her blood sugar.”

As Kristoffer reaches out his hand, Ragnar takes his away again. “But … if we give her food, I think we should bring them along.”

“What?” Kristoffer completely forgets to keep his voice down. “Are you serious?”

“I am,” Ragnar says earnestly. “Why sacrifice food on them just to leave them to die?”

“Well, yeah, but …” Kristoffer glances back. “I just … can’t believe you … I mean …”

“Can’t believe I what?”

“That you want them to come along with us,” Kristoffer says outright, throwing out his arms.

“Why not?”

He scoffs. “Well, they’re not exactly survivors. I mean, they’re …”

“Fat?” Ragnar guesses, betraying no emotion.

Kristoffer shrugs. “I was gonna say city folks, but yeah, that too. I just don’t see them making the hike. You said your place is still twenty minutes out. That’s, what, one and a half miles?”

“People are capable of more than you’d believe when their lives depend on it,” Ragnar says.

Kristoffer eyes him. The old guy has a certain gleam in his eyes, and Kristoffer can’t help but feel he’s playing some sort of game. “Why did you suddenly change your mind? When I wanted to go up there and help them, you threatened to leave me behind. Now you want to bring them along?”

Ragnar shrugs. “I thought of what you said, and I had a change of heart. I think we can use some extra hands. My place is ready to move into. There’s a good supply of firewood. But it will require some work to get through the rest of the winter without starving. I figured four people stand a better chance than two.”

Kristoffer tries very hard to figure out whether Ragnar is being sincere or not. He doesn’t know the guy well enough to pick up on any signs of deception. But why would he be lying? Up until now, he’s been nothing but brutally honest, and there’s no reason for him not to be so now.

“Okay,” Kristoffer says. “I get your reasoning. And I agree. I think we should offer them to come along.”

“It’s not an offer,” Ragnar says calmly. “If they want the food, they’ll have to come. I’m not wasting valuable calories like that. If we just give them the bars and leave them here, we might as well throw them in the river.”

Kristoffer nods. “I guess I get your point. I’m sure once I explain the situation they’ll be happy to come. But what about …?” He darts another look at the car. “You heard what he told me. Aren’t you worried about how they spent time in the car with an infected person?”

Finally, Ragnar’s face betrays real emotion. “I am. I thought about it. I have no idea how long the infection takes to present itself, and I don’t trust what they said on the news. So, we’ll just have to keep an eye on them. Here’s what I think we should do. We wrap up their hands, and they walk in front of us all the way, where we can see them. If they fall and can’t get up, that’s too bad. We’re not helping them. We’re not even touching them.”

Kristoffer sniffs. Standing still, with the adrenaline having left his system, he’s starting to freeze. “And if they begin showing symptoms?”

Ragnar shrugs once more. “Then we’ll do the merciful thing.” He reaches over his shoulder and touches the barrel of his shotgun.

Kristoffer swallows. “Okay, I’ll go tell them.”
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“I’m sorry, Axe. I just couldn’t bear it.”

Aksel turns around at the sound of Jakob’s voice. He’s not sure where he is. Something’s covering his eyes, making it impossible to see.

“It was Frida, you know,” Jakob goes on. He sounds like he’s about to cry. “She was the last drop. I just … when I saw her die, it got too much for me …”

Aksel struggles to get free of whatever is over his face. It feels like fabric, and he yanks it frantically, but no matter how much he does, he just can’t seem to find the edge. It’s like it goes on forever.

“I know how much you liked her. And she died. Because of me.”

“Stop talking,” Aksel says, his voice sounding muffled because of the fabric. “None of it was your fault.”

“Yeah, it was. It wouldn’t have happened if not for me.”

“You don’t know that. Fuck, can you give me a hand? I can’t get this thing off …”

He stops struggling. He feels a hand fumble over the fabric, then Jakob pulls the sheet away.

“Thanks,” Aksel sighs, sitting up.

He finds himself back in the morgue. He’s on the steel gurney they use for transporting dead bodies from the autopsy room to the freezers. He’s naked, and around his big toe is a paper tag with his name and cause of death. Written in Dahl’s unmistakably ugly handwriting, it says: “Parachute malfunction.”

“No,” Aksel says, shaking his head. “I didn’t die. I made the jump.”

He turns his head to see Dahl standing there, next to the other doctors. They’re just watching him silently, their hands folded behind their backs, all of them wearing protective gear.

“Dahl, you moron, I’m not dead,” Aksel says, feeling angry because he’s afraid. “And you were about to do the autopsy on me, weren’t you?”

His late boss shrugs in a gesture of embarrassment and apology.

“He already did,” Jakob’s voice tells him.

Aksel looks again, and this time he sees his torso is split open from his chest to his pubic bone. He’s basically empty, all his organs lying splayed out on the steel table next to him.

“Fuck,” Aksel mutters. “I needed those.”

“Sorry,” Jakob says. “I tried to stop him, but he wouldn’t listen.”

It’s only now that Aksel looks at his little brother. He looks exactly like he remembers him. He even has ten fingers again.

“You little idiot,” Aksel says, feeling his throat contract. “I’ll really miss you, you know.”

Jakob smiles sadly. “Yeah, I know. Me too.” He looks around the morgue, then says: “You know, this is one of those things we had in common. These strange dreams. I had them all the time. Warnings. My subconscious trying to tell me things I’d missed. Little signs that something was wrong. Stuff I was too dumb to pick up on while awake.”

“I know what you mean,” Aksel says. “I’ve had them all my life, too.”

“So do you know what this one is trying to tell you?”

Aksel considers. “Nope. No idea.”

“I think it’s important,” Jakob insists. “Try to remember. Where are you?”

Aksel wracks his brain. “I’m … somewhere I’ve never been before. It’s Linus’s mother’s place.”

“Right. And are you safe?”

“Yes,” Aksel says. “No. I’m not sure.”

“Do you feel safe?”

He shakes his head. “No. I think something’s wrong.”

“What could it be?”

“Something to do with the infection. But … Torik is miles away. It’s only been a few hours since I fell asleep. The zombies can’t have reached us already.”

Jakob raises his eyebrows. “Not unless you brought them with you.”

Aksel frowns, feeling a cold shiver run down his back. “Are you saying …?”

“One of you could have been infected,” Jakob whispers, turning his head.

Aksel follows his gaze, and he sees Linus step through the door. It’s weird, just like Dahl and the others, Linus makes no sounds. It’s like he’s been muted. He limps into the room, stops and smiles at Aksel. Aksel stares at his foot.

“Fuck,” he whispers. “Could he … could he have lied?”

Jakob stares at him intently. “Did you see his toe?”

“No, I didn’t.”

“Then I guess there’s your answer.”

“Oh no,” Aksel says, swinging his legs over the edge of the gurney. “I need to wake up. I need to get away. How do I end this dream?”

“Here,” Jakob says, stepping closer. “Let me help you.”

Without warning, Jakob shoves him hard in the chest. Aksel shouts out in surprise as he topples backwards and feels the free fall before he—
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Gunnar holds her in an iron grip, covering her mouth with his sweaty palm, staring at her with bloodshot eyes. “What the hell are you doing?” he hisses.

There’s beer and something else on his breath. Something sour and feverish. A drop of saliva runs down his chin, but he doesn’t seem to notice.

Ella tries to say something, but she can’t. Gunnar removes his hand, but he’s still holding her wrist firmly.

“I … I just … wanted to check on you,” she manages. “Make sure you … were doing okay.”

Gunnar blinks a couple of times, as sweat gets in his eyes. “I thought I made it clear that you should mind your own business, Ella.”

“If you’re sick, that is my business,” she says, hearing the defiance in her own voice, so to soften it, she quickly adds: “It concerns all of us. Marit and Greta, too.”

“Well, I’m not sick,” Gunnar growls, pulling her closer. “You get that through your head, okay?”

Ella leans back as much as she can. She doesn’t want to breathe in his breath or get any of his spit on her. She’s very aware of Gunnar’s palm touching her wrist.

It’s okay, the calmer voice tells her. As long as the skin isn’t broken, the infection doesn’t transfer. Stay calm. And try to calm him down.

There’s no doubt in her mind anymore—Gunnar is definitely infected. And with how fast it’s come on, it can only be the virus from Torik.

“I was just worried about you, Uncle,” Ella tells him, tilting her head slightly. She never calls him “Uncle,” but right now, she wants to remind him of their relation. “That’s all.”

“Yeah, well,” he grunts, blinking again. Ella can tell he’s fighting to keep his eyes from drifting. He seems awfully tired. In fact, he acts like he’s not really all there. “Like I said, I’m fine. I checked my temperature several times. There’s no fever.”

If he took his temperature while eating ice cream, of course it wouldn’t register the fever, Ella thinks, but she simply says: “That’s a relief. Listen, do you want me to get you anything? Another cold beer, maybe?”

Gunnar eyes her for a second, obviously trying hard to read her expression. “Nah, I’m good. I just need to rest.”

“Sure. Let me get out of your hair, then.” She realizes immediately she was a bit too quick, and as she makes to turn away, Gunnar tightens his grip.

“The thing is,” he says, rubbing his temple, wincing as though the gesture hurts. “If I let you go, I think you’re gonna run and wake up my wife and daughter.”

Ella does her best to keep a straight face. “Why would I do that?”

“Because you don’t believe that I’m fine.”

“Of course I—”

“I can tell from your face, Ella. You’re just like your mother. Suspicious as hell. Never could fool her, either.”

“I don’t know what to say,” Ella says, talking slowly to win time to think. “Are you trying to fool me?”

He grinds his teeth. “I’m trying to make you understand. I’ve got this under control.”

She can tell he’s loosened his grip a little bit again. And his hand is very sweaty. She can probably tear her hand free, if she does it quickly. The only thing is, she’s afraid he’ll scratch her if she does. She didn’t read anything about whether the infected are contagious as soon as they become feverish, or whether they need to reach the final stage first, but she really doesn’t want to chance it.

If I can just get him to loosen a bit more …

“Got what under control, Uncle?” she asks innocently.

He grunts and closes his eyes as something which seems like a strong involuntary tremor goes through him. It looks painful.

Spasms, Ella thinks, darting a glance around for anything within reach. Anything she can use. There’s nothing except for the empty beer cans. Then she realizes she’s still holding the spoon in her free hand. She discreetly slips it down the hem of her pants.

As soon as I get the chance, I’ll stick it in his eye.

The thought is awful. She really doesn’t want to hurt her uncle. But it might be her only way out of this alive.
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“Wait,” Hans says as Kristoffer stops talking. “So, your friend has got food, and he wants us to have it, but only if we come along with you guys to your secret place or whatever?”

Kristoffer nods. “That’s the gist of it, yeah.”

Hans looks at Ingrid, who’s staring back at him. “And what then? Do we just … hunker down for the winter?”

“I don’t know,” Kristoffer says earnestly. “We’ll have to wait and see how things play out. If they get this thing under control, then maybe we can—”

“Yeah, they won’t,” Hans cuts him off, shaking his head hard enough for his jowls to jiggle.

“Stop saying that, Hans,” Ingrid sighs. “You don’t know for sure.”

“Well, I’m sorry, but I believe what my brother told me.” He looks at Kristoffer. “He works for the NIS, and he told me—”

“NIS?”

“The Intelligence Service. He’s in tech. He called earlier tonight and told me to get the hell out of Dodge. That’s why we left town. It’s looking bad, and it’ll only get worse. They’re locking everything down, because it’s already spreading out of their control. He also told me that they’re sending—”

Ingrid groans, rocking back and forth. “Ow, it hurts …”

“Listen,” Kristoffer says. “I think you should take the offer. Come with us. Like I said, your chances of freezing to death out here are way too high.”

“Okay,” Hans says, nodding. “We’re coming with you.”

“Great.” Kristoffer turns and signals for Ragnar. The old guy approaches the car, bringing Kristoffer’s backpack.

“Hi there,” Hans says, as soon as Ragnar is close enough. “I’m Hans, and this is Ingrid.”

“Ragnar,” he says simply, throwing the bars at Hans. “Enjoy.”

Hans catches them clumsily. “Thanks,” he mutters, handing one to his wife. She snatches it and, without even trying to open it using her fingers, she simply tears the paper with her teeth, then takes a big bite.

“Do you have something to drink, too?” Hans asks, looking from Ragnar to Kristoffer. “Staying hydrated is just as important for her …”

“Sure,” Ragnar says, taking a plastic bottle from the backpack. He shakes it, and Kristoffer is surprise to hear it’s not frozen. “It doesn’t taste good. I added salt and sugar to keep it from freezing.” He throws it to Hans as well, and he hands it on to Ingrid. She fumbles the cap off and takes a long, greedy drink. Then she grimaces and lets out a burp. She hands the bottle back to Hans, and he reaches to hand it back to Ragnar, who doesn’t take it.

“Remember, no contact,” Kristoffer says. “Just until we’re sure you’re not infected.”

“Oh, right.” Hans crams the bottle into his pocket.

“We better get moving,” Ragnar says, taking out two pairs of heavy mittens. “I trust Kristoffer told you about the one condition we have for bringing you guys along?”

Hans swallows and nods. “He did. But I just wanna say, we’re not infected. You can trust us, Ragnar. We never even touched—”

“Trust is fine, control is better,” Ragnar says plainly, throwing the mittens to Hans. “Please put them on.”

Hans complies, handing the second pair to his wife, who’s chowed down both granola bars and is licking her fingers. She puts on the mittens as well.

“Hold out your hands,” Ragnar instructs them, taking something else from the bag. “And don’t move a muscle.”

Hans looks briefly at Kristoffer. Kristoffer just shrugs. Then Hans holds out his arms, and Ragnar swiftly wraps plastic zip ties around his wrists, making the mittens impossible to take off. Then he does the same to Ingrid. Looking at the mittens, which are made of some kind of synthetic material, Kristoffer begins realizing how clever this actually is. Even if one of them should unexpectedly die and attacked them, they only need to worry about the mouth.

“All right,” Ragnar says. “One last thing, and I’m sorry to do this, but …” He takes out a scarf and looks at Hans. “Turn around, please.”

The heavy guy frowns. “Are you going to blindfold me? How will I walk if—”

“No, I’m not. Turn around.”

Hans looks at Kristoffer again. “You didn’t say anything about this.”

“What is this?” Kristoffer asks, addressing Ragnar.

“Another precaution,” Ragnar says, not taking his eyes off Hans.

Kristoffer sighs and tells Hans: “Please, just let him do it.”

Hans doesn’t look comfortable at all, but he turns around.

Ragnar wraps the scarf around the lower part of his face, then ties it firmly. When Hans turns back around, he reminds Kristoffer of a cowboy from an old western.

“Now you, darling,” Ragnar tells Ingrid, taking out a second scarf.

She looks disgusted at the thought, but she turns around as best she can while sitting in the open car door. Ragnar ties the scarf over her mouth.

“All right,” he says, stepping back. “We’re ready.”

“Can you walk?” Kristoffer asks Ingrid.

“I think so,” she nods, reaching out an arm.

Hans swoops in and helps her up. She steadies herself for a moment. She looks better already. The granola bars obviously did her good.

I don’t think they’re infected, Kristoffer thinks, looking the couple up and down.

The policeman had spiked a fever in less than twenty minutes. Had Hans or Ingrid been hiding a scratch, they would at the very least be sweating now. Still, the freezing weather could be keeping the fever at bay, so better safe than sorry.

“Let’s get going,” Ragnar says, handing the backpack to Kristoffer. He points towards the valley. “That way. You guys lead, and I’ll guide you.”

Hans and Ingrid exchange one last hesitant look, then begin shuffling across the road.

Ragnar lets them get a few yards head start, then he walks after them into the rugged undergrowth, gesturing for Kristoffer to follow suit.
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—lands on the carpeted floor.

“Huh? Wha’?” He grunts, blinks, looks around.

For a moment, his brain fights to catch up. He was deeply asleep when he rolled over and fell to the floor, and his mind can’t readily accept that he’s not in the morgue, but instead finds himself in a girl’s room. A faint daylight is coming in through the curtains.

Aksel gets to his feet, feeling momentarily dizzy. His body is still tired, but he can tell the deep sleep did him good. He begins putting on his clothes. His phone is lying on a chair next to the bed. He borrowed Rosa’s charger. There are no missed calls, no texts. He’s not surprised. The only two people he used to call or chat with are both dead.

The strange dream is still clinging to his thoughts, and he has the clear feeling that the message is true, that he’s in danger. That Linus is infected. That his ingrown toenail is really from a zombie biting him.

Did he really lie?

Aksel needs to know for sure. So, he heads for the door, when he suddenly stops to listen. The house is quiet, as far as he can tell. Does that mean his intuition is wrong? Or does it mean something awful already happened? What will he find when he exits the room?

Aksel glances back. Feeling his heart begin to race, he considers his options. He could simply bolt. Climb out the window and make a run for it. It would give him a clean getaway.

It would also mean abandoning the girl, her mother and Linus’s mother. But then again, they could all be dead already.

What helps him choose is a memory that flashes briefly through his mind. The girl. Rosa. Placing her tiny hand on his arm, telling him she’s sorry for his loss.

I can’t leave without at least making sure.

If she’s already been killed, then there’s nothing he can do for her. But if not, he might just save her life.

So, Aksel opens the door. Stepping out in the hallway, he looks both ways.

The kitchen and living room are on his right. He can hear what’s either a radio or a television from that direction.

On his left are the bathroom and what he assumes must be the bedroom. Both doors are closed.

Sniffing, he can smell coffee and eggs—despite how uptight his stomach is, it still reacts to the scent with an audible growl.

Stepping towards the bedroom, he leans in and listens, holding his breath.

At first, he doesn’t hear anything, and he’s about to conclude no one’s in there. Then he makes out a soft snoring.

At least that’s not a zombie.

Aksel slips down the hallway and steps into the kitchen.

By the sink is a well-dressed, middle-aged woman. She’s scrubbing away at a frying pan, looking out at the street, seemingly lost in thought. The sight of her calms Aksel down a bit. He only vaguely remembers having his own mother around, but this woman still reminds him of her, and it’s reassuring watching her doing something completely ordinary like cleaning a frying pan.

“Excuse me,” Aksel says, clearing his throat.

The woman looks over at him, lighting up in a brief smile. “Oh. Good morning. You must be Aksel.” She leaves the pan, dries her hands on the dish towel, and comes to shake his hand. “I’m Helen. Are you hungry?”

“I am,” Aksel admits. “But, I’m … I wanted to make sure … is everything okay?”

Helen raises her eyebrows, and the gesture reminds him of Linus. The guy inherited his mother’s eyes, her brow and her narrow forehead. “You mean here? Sure. If you’re referring to what’s happening in Torik … well, take a look yourself.” She nods towards the living room. He can hear a news reporter speaking.

Aksel goes to look through the opening. The television shows a split-screen of a news room with two hosts, both wearing serious expressions. On the other side is what looks like live footage from Torik, judging by the gray daylight. A reporter with a face mask is standing a block away from the hospital, the outline of the building visible in the background. Aksel can make out a roadblock with cops and paramedics standing around. The enclosure is on the other side, so he can’t tell if it’s still there, but he’s sure it is.

We would still be sitting up there, frozen half to death, he thinks, and he can’t help but shiver.

“So, Thomas, is it correct that so far, we still have no indication from the authorities as to whether a cure has been found?” one of the anchors asks.

“That’s correct, Bjarke,” the reporter says, his voice muffled. “In fact, speaking with witnesses here in Torik, a lot of them seem to be of the opinion that there won’t ever be a cure. They feel this is a very strange and dangerous disease indeed, and more than once we’ve even come across the term ‘zombie’ or ‘living dead.’ Now, we of course have to rely on what medical experts are telling us, but looking at the infected after the symptoms kick in, well … one understands the fear that’s spreading among the locals.” He gestures towards something behind him without taking his eyes off the camera. “We’ve spoken with several people who plan on leaving town until this blows over, and police are thinking about closing down the outer roads, simply to stop a mass-evacuation which their spokesperson told us just an hour ago is not warranted at this time.”

“Thank you, Thomas, we’ll get back to you in a moment. As we’re following the situation in Torik closely, we’ve just learned that the confirmed number of infected now reached a thousand …”

“Awful,” the other anchors interjects, shaking her head. “Just awful.”

“… and this includes not only those inside of the hospital or the people who are being kept in protective care outside, but also the entire seventh block, which is located on the north side of the hospital.”

“That’s right,” the female host says. “As we spoke of earlier, the infection managed to spread outside of the immediate confinement zone. This could be due to the safety breach we learned about that went down around three o’clock, where someone reportedly drove a vehicle through the safety barrier, leaving it open for people to leave without receiving the proper medical checkup. Police are still looking for the driver …” She looks at her colleague, shaking her head. “Why anyone would do something like that is beyond me, Michael.”

“Yes, well, there’s always people who panic in situations like this,” the male reporter says, frowning. “We can’t stress enough that if you or someone dear to you is right now directly affected by what’s happening in Torik, please rest assured that authorities are doing everything in their power to resolve the situation. Remain calm and follow official instructions. Do not act rashly or selfishly. This is a national tragedy, but one we’ll get through together …”

“Fuck you,” Aksel blurts out. He didn’t mean to speak out loud, but he couldn’t help it.

A head pops up from the couch, turns and looks at him. It’s a woman a little older than Aksel. Her hair is bleached, her eyebrows shaved off and replaced with thin pencil-drawings. She has a piercing in her nose and wears dark-brown lipstick. She’s very pretty. Exactly the type he’d expect Linus to fall for. A bit too dolled-up for Aksel’s taste—not that he’s in any position to be picky; he must look and smell like something right out of a dumpster.

“Oh,” she says. “I thought it was Linus. Hi.”

“Hi,” Aksel mutters. “Sorry, I wasn’t talking to you just now …”

“No, no,” she says, smiling. “I get it. It’s fine. I’m Belinda.”

“Aksel.”

She looks back at the screen. “It’s crazy up there. Linus told me last night what you guys went through.”

“Yeah,” Aksel says, rubbing his arm. “It was something.”

“Sitting there, freezing for hours,” Belinda goes on, shivering at the thought. “I’m so glad they let you leave finally.”

“What? Oh, yeah, I mean … I’m glad, too.”

Apparently, Linus gave a significantly watered-down version of events when he spoke to Belinda. The thought of Linus makes the tension creep back in.

“Listen, Linus, is he …?”

“Still sleeping.”

“Is he okay?”

She looks at him. “Sure. I mean, he was exhausted.”

“What about his toe?”

She shrugs. “It’s fine, I guess. He said it hurt like a bitch, but he took some painkillers.”

Aksel nods thoughtfully. Then he remembers the girl. “Hey, where’s Rosa?”

“She’s right—” Belinda cuts herself off as she looks over at the dining table. There’s a laptop, an open book and a Diet Coke. “Huh, she was just here. She probably went to the toilet.” She gives Aksel a once-over. “Are you okay? You look worried.”

“I’m just … a bit shook up, I guess,” Aksel tells her, forcing a smile. He doesn’t want to make her anxious. But he still has that gnawing feeling in his gut. A sense that he’s overlooked something vital. And he needs to make sure they’re not in danger. “I’m just gonna go clean up,” he says.

Belinda smiles, already looking at her phone. “Sure. Hey, if you see Rosa, tell her I said to get her butt back in here and finish her homework.”

“I will.”
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Gunnar looks up at her, squinting. “All right, listen. We both know what’s going on here. But I don’t want them to find out. I want them to sleep through the night. And when they wake up, I’ll be gone. It’ll be …” His voice cracks. “It’ll be tough on them, but there’s no other choice. I thought … I thought I kicked it …” His eyes grow distant as he shakes his head slowly. “I really did. I thought I was stronger.”

Ella feels a stab of sympathy. For a moment, her uncle, for all his muscle and stubble and tattoos, looks like a big, scared boy. “It’s okay,” she tells him softly. “We’ll call 911, and they’ll help you.”

He grunts. “They’ll do shit. Haven’t you caught on? There’s no helping anyone. Not once it’s in your blood.” Another bout of sudden tremors, this one worse than before. His hand slips a little, and he adjusts it, gripping her firmer. “Now, here’s what’s going to happen, Ella. You’re gonna help me. Since you had to come snooping, you volunteered to do me one last favor.”

Ella doesn’t like the sound of that. “What do you want me to do?” she asks.

He licks his lips, and she notices foam at the corners of his mouth. “I want you to drive me out of town. We’ll leave quietly. I’ll bring my service gun, and once we reach the place I have in mind, you’ll drop me off. Simple as that. You don’t even need to see me do it; you can drive back here, go back to bed, pretend like nothing happened. It’ll just be an early morning trip.”

Ella frowns. “Uncle, I don’t think—”

“Cut the uncle crap.”

“Okay. I don’t think that’s a good plan.”

“And why don’t you think that?”

“Because you don’t look good.”

He grins, revealing more foam on his teeth. “Trust me, I can hack it for twenty more minutes.”

The thought of being trapped in a car with Gunnar is enough to make her claustrophobic.

“Please don’t do this,” she asks him earnestly. “You’re placing me in great danger. Not to mention if we crash …”

“Don’t be so dramatic,” he says, reaching his hand inside his T-shirt and pulling out his dog tags. He takes off the chain and, before Ella knows what he’s doing, wraps it around her wrist. Then he secures it around his own wrist. “There,” he says, yanking it a little. “Now you don’t need to worry about me infecting you, and I don’t need to worry about you doing anything funny. Come on.” He tries to get up, but his legs seem too weak. He groans and reaches up his free arm. “Gimme a hand, will you?”

Ella sees it all play out in a flash of providence. Gunnar, with an arm around her shoulder. Her, helping him to the car. Both of them getting in. Driving through town. Her hand resting on the gear shift, tied to Gunnar’s. He passes out. She pulls over, but before she can get free, he wakes up and lunges at her, biting her face and neck, eating her alive.

And she sees something else. Another possibility. A way out.

“Come on,” Gunnar says, waving at her. “Pull me up.”

Ella blinks once, then points at the table, and says: “Don’t you want to bring that?”

“What?” Gunnar grunts, looking at the table.

As he does, Ella’s hand goes to her back, slipping out the spoon. She grabs the head of it, raises it over her head, then stabs it down hard like a knife.
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“So, how far is it?”

Hans looks back at them. His voice is muffled due to the scarf over his mouth. He’s supporting his wife as best he can, while also trying to keep his own balance as they walk across the frozen ground. They’ve almost made it to the other side of the valley.

“Just a few hundred yards more,” Ragnar mumbles, barely out of breath.

“You built the place yourself?” Hans asks.

“I did,” Ragnar says. “Along with a friend of mine. He’s dead.”

“Oh, sorry.”

Kristoffer looks forward to sitting down. Maybe Ragnar will even start a fire, so they can keep warm. Ever since he got trapped in the pantry, sleep has been interrupted at best, and he doesn’t expect the cabin to have a very comfortable bed, but at least he won’t have to try and sleep through the noises of a zombie scratching right on the other side of the door.

“What was your plan exactly?” Kristoffer asks. “If you don’t mind me asking.”

Hans darts another look back and shrugs. “Well, whatever plan we had went out the window when Kari …” He looks briefly at his wife. “You know. She had a sister who lives way up north somewhere. She hadn’t spoken to her for years, but they exchanged letters or whatever, and Kari insisted she’s still alive. That’s where we were going, because, you know, we figured it would be safer to get away from any big cities. But Kari never told us the address, so …”

“Watch out for those blackberry bushes,” Ragnar interjects.

“Ouch,” Ingrid says, ripping her pant leg on the thorns. “Darn it …”

“Here, let me help,” Hans says, crouching. He fumbles with the branches, trying to get them off his wife’s leg. It’s not easy with the mittens on.

Ingrid is breathing heavy. She grunts and adjusts the scarf. “I can’t deal with this thing … when can I take it off?”

“As soon as we get there,” Ragnar says.

“There,” Hans says, getting to his feet. “Which way?”

Ragnar doesn’t immediately answer, and Kristoffer looks at him. He’s staring towards the horizon across the valley. Kristoffer follows his gaze and sees what looks like an early sunset dawning. Except the direction is north.

“Is that your town?” Hans asks, frowning. “I thought you said—”

“That’s not a town,” Ragnar mutters. “There are no towns for miles.”

Kristoffer watches the light reflected on the sky, and he notices some of it moves slightly. Like cars going back and forth.

“Hold on,” Hans says. “Is that … is that an old aerial base?”

Ragnar looks at him intently. “How did you know?”

“My brother, he told me about it. They are reopening them all over the country. A lot of them haven’t been in use since World War 2, but they need them now. To contain the infected. There are already thousands of them, and they can’t keep them in regular hospitals, so …”

Kristoffer feels a cold chill run down his back. Listening, he can hear the faint hum of engines. He knew about the aerial base. Once or twice, he’d driven by the place. It’s situated off the main road, hidden behind overgrown fences. The buildings are intact, though hardly suited for anything other than tearing down. That, and housing the undead, apparently.

“Goddamnit,” Ragnar hisses. “Of all the places …”

“Why’s that a problem?” Ingrid asks.

Ragnar sends her a sour look. “Because we were supposed to be isolated out here. Now we have a hostel full of infected people as neighbors.”

“I’m sure they’ll keep them safe,” Ingrid shrugs.

Ragnar scoffs. “Yeah, you believe that if you want to. Come on, let’s get moving.”
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Passing through the kitchen, Helen has put a big plate of eggs on the table, and Aksel is once again reminded how hungry he is.

“Please, have a seat,” she offers.

“Thank you, I will,” Aksel smiles. “Just need to use the bathroom.”

He goes back up the hallway, stopping by the door to the bathroom. Opening it, he finds the room empty.

He proceeds to the bedroom. Listening, he can no longer hear Linus in there.

Fuck. This isn’t good.

Calm down, man. It could be nothing. You’re just paranoid.

But he can’t shake the feeling, and he knows not to take it lightly. So, he opens the door as quietly as he can. Holding his breath, he sees a dim room with a large bed. Linus is lying there. Splayed out on his back. He’s kicked off the blanket, so it’s only covering his feet. He’s not wearing anything but boxers. A huge tattoo runs across his shaved chest. His neck is craned back, his mouth open, but he doesn’t appear to be breathing.

Aksel opens the door all the way before he steps inside, making sure he can get out of there in an instant if he needs to. His pulse rising, he sneaks across the parquet floor, stepping around a pile of clothes to reach the bed. He sniffs, but can’t pick up any smells of rottenness or fever. Only the usual stuffy smell of a bedroom where someone is sleeping.

He hasn’t turned yet.

Lifting the blanket, Aksel reveals Linus’s wounded foot. It’s still wrapped in gauze, and there’s a big, bloody spot at the tip. Aksel leans down, squinting to have a closer look at the skin on Linus’s ankle and shin. In the poor lighting, he can’t really tell if it’s greenish, but he’s pretty sure—

The leg jerks as Linus sits up abruptly, giving off a hoarse groan.

Aksel jumps back, steps on the clothes, and almost falls on his ass. He’s a split-second from turning and bolting, when Linus utters: “What the hell, man?”

Aksel stares at him.

Linus’s eyes are normal, if a little red and puffy. He rubs his temple, moaning. “Fucking hell, you scared the crap out of me … what are you doing in here?”

“I … I just,” Aksel stutters, the words catching in his throat, which is all constricted with shock. “I wanted to make sure … How’s your foot?”

“It’s fine. Was a pain in the ass to sleep with, because I couldn’t turn over, but … hey, why are you eyeing me like that? You look like you’re about to crap yourself.”

“Are you feeling okay?”

“Yeah, man, I’m fine. What do you mean?”

“Are you having a fever?”

“No, why the hell would I—” Linus finally catches on. “Jesus, come on, dude. You seriously think I’m lying about my fucking toe?” He scoffs. “Well, I’d show you the stitches, but …”

“Please do,” Aksel says earnestly.

Linus does his raised eyebrows thing. “You for real? You don’t trust me?”

I know you already lied to your girlfriend, Aksel thinks. Why wouldn’t you lie to me, too?

Instead, he says: “Remember the guy I told you about? The one whose son was infected, and he lied about it? He caused a lot of people to die.”

“Yeah, but I’m not that guy,” Linus says, sounding annoyed now. “I’m your friend, man.”

Oh, please. We barely know each other.

“Maybe,” Aksel says. “But I’d still like to see it with my own eyes.”

Linus grunts. “You’re paranoid, you know that?”

“Just because you’re paranoid, doesn’t mean someone’s not following you.”

“Wha’?”

“Nothing. Could you please take off the bandage?”

“No, you know what?” Linus says, swinging his feet to the floor. “I’m not going to. I had a fucking horrible time yesterday, and I’m sorry you had too, but if you’re gonna stay with us, you need to learn to trust me.”

They stare at each other for several, long seconds.

Aksel’s heart is hammering hard enough that he can feel it on the inside of his ribs. He’s suddenly not only anxious, but also furious. He wants to tell Linus to go fuck himself. That Aksel saved his ass last night. That he should have left him to rot.

And he’s just about to.

When he suddenly hears a siren.
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The spoon’s handle isn’t exactly sharp. But it’s kind of pointy. It goes an inch into Gunnar’s arm just below his elbow.

He roars out in pain, lunging to his feet. He sees the spoon protruding from his arm, and his expression turns to rage. “You little …”

Ella yanks back hard, hoping to break the chain, but it’s surprisingly strong. She pulls at it, but it’s way too tight to slip off.

Gunnar rips out the spoon and drops it to the floor. Blood begins seeping from the stab wound. He grabs Ella by the throat, and she tries to cry out, but no air can escape her. She claws at his arm, his chest, his face, and she hears him grunt with pain and annoyance.

“Feisty as hell,” he snarls. “Just like your mother …”

Then, suddenly, there’s a loud clap, and Ella feels the world shift. She finds her legs buckling, her sight flickering, and she realizes with surprise, that … He hit me.

Gunnar grabs her arm and pulls her up, placing his face close to hers. “No more games, or I swear, I’ll hurt you for real, Ella.”

Then he drags her across the room, heading for the glass doors.

Ella stumbles along. The left side of her face is burning, her ear is ringing, and she’s still dizzy.

Stop him, the calm voice tells her. Don’t let him take you away.

As they pass the dining table, Ella reaches for the glass dish. She manages to pick it up, but Gunnar senses it, turns around and slaps it from her hand. It breaks as it hits the table.

“I told you to knock it off,” he snarls. “And you don’t need that, either …” He grabs the phone from her hand as Ella pulls it out of her pocket.

“No,” she wheezes, her throat still constricted from his strangle hold. “Give me that!”

He flings it across the room, then yanks her along like a dog on a leash. The chain digs painfully into her wrist, and Ella has no choice but to follow along.

She’s in all-out survival mode now. She is now certain that Gunnar will cause her death if she goes along with him, and there’s no way she’s doing so voluntarily. Since there are no more things within reach, Ella simply kicks at his leg. Striking his ankle, his foot goes behind the other one, and he topples forward with a grunt of surprise.

It’s not a very clean leg sweep. Had Gunnar been well, he could easily have regained balance. But his motor skills are obviously already affected by the virus, and he falls into the glass door, pulling Ella along with him as he holds up his hands, trying to shield the blow.

Ella manages half a scream as she sees the wall coming for her.

Then she takes another blow to the head, and this time, she passes out.
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“Stop,” Ragnar says suddenly.

Kristoffer was looking down at his feet, concentrating on the ground. Now, he looks up to see Hans and Ingrid stopping, looking at Ragnar for directions.

Ragnar doesn’t give any further directions, however. He just slips off his backpack and puts it down.

“Look, I appreciate a break, but I’d rather just press on,” Hans says. “You said we were almost there, right?”

“We are here,” Ragnar says, not looking at him. He unzips his bag and begins rummaging through it.

All three of them glance around. Kristoffer can’t see the cabin anywhere, even though the sun has almost risen now, and the surroundings are more visible in the early light. They’re standing on a natural plateau on a slight, rocky slope. There’s a great view over the valley, and a small stream is running somewhere nearby—Kristoffer can hear the water. There’s a big boulder, and it’s mostly overgrown with ivy. An old tree provides a kind of overhang, its gnarly branches reaching over most of the plateau.

“Is this it?” Ingrid says, her voice turning shrill. “Where’s the cabin?”

“There’s no cabin,” Ragnar tells her. “I never said there was.”

Hans looks at Kristoffer. “Didn’t you say …?”

Kristoffer just shrugs and looks at Ragnar, who’s pulling stuff from his backpack. “Look, Ragnar, we can’t sleep out here. It’s way too cold and exposed and—”

“Let’s get a fire going,” Ragnar says, pointing. “Behind that small cliff over there is a stack of firewood. Bring me four or five knots.”

Kristoffer hesitates, then goes to the cliff. Just like Ragnar said, on the other side is a neat woodpile. He picks up a couple of knots and brings them back.

“This is crazy,” Ingrid says, pulling down the scarf to reveal her mouth. She’s panting, both from exertion and anger. “Did we walk all the way out here to the middle of nowhere just to light a fire and sleep on rocks?”

“Keep it down,” Ragnar says, looking up at Hans. “Do you know how to get a fire going?”

Hans shrugs. “Well, I … I know how a lighter works.”

“But can you start a proper bonfire?”

“I’ve never really—”

“Fine, then you help Kris move the door. Careful, it’s heavy.”

“The door? What door?”

Hans looks at Kristoffer, and Kristoffer feels just as confused. Then his eyes land on the ivy, and he suddenly notices how that side of the boulder is unusually flat. Stepping closer, he can tell it’s a big, man-made wall made of lumber with ivy growing all over. Around fourteen feet in height, it’s huge, and Ragnar obviously wasn’t exaggerating when he told them it was heavy.

“Is that …?” Hans begins, stepping closer.

Kristoffer moves the ivy leaves to peer through to the wall. He can’t tell for sure, because it’s dark on the other side, but he’s pretty sure the wall is covering an opening behind the boulder. “Shit,” he mutters. “There’s like a cave in there.”

“You can just swing it sideways, then lay it down,” Ragnar instructs. He’s arranged the firewood in a tentlike fashion and is busy lighting it up.

Kristoffer and Hans exchange a look, then go to same side of the wall.

“Ready?” Kristoffer asks, grabbing the woodwork.

“Ready!”

They lift in unison. The wall groans, the leaves rustle, and the whole thing comes off the ground fairly easily. They step carefully to the side, swinging the wall open like a giant door. Then they allow it to keel over, landing it as gracefully as can be expected.

“Jesus,” Hans says, and Kristoffer follows his gaze.

The opening is bigger than he thought, and judging by the echo of Hans’s voice, the cave is very deep.

“How do we know there are no animals in there?” Ingrid asks, looking like going into the cave is the last thing she wants. “Bears and wolves and stuff?”

“There are odor deterrents,” Ragnar says, blowing carefully at the small flames to get them going. “The biggest thing we’ll find in there is a mouse, trust me.”

“I hate mice,” Ingrid remarks.

Kristoffer takes a few steps inside the darkness, feeling his pulse rise. As he breathes in, he picks up on a subtle but strong smell, and he sees glass jars sitting along the wall. All of them have some kind of liquid in them, their lids full of holes. He also sees a big metal box with a heavy combination padlock.

“Open the chest, please,” Ragnar calls after him. “Combination is 4451.”

Kristoffer crouches down, dials the wheels, and the lock pops open. He opens the lid and sees an impressive assortment of all kinds of equipment. Ragnar has thought of everything one might possibly need for living out here. Rope, knives, a foldable shovel, an axe, scissors, fishing rods, a bow and arrows, and tons of stuff Kristoffer has never even seen.

“Jesus,” Hans says again, looking over his shoulder. “We could survive the apocalypse out here …”

“Yeah,” Kristoffer mutters, turning back around. He stares across the valley where the lights are still moving. “Let’s just hope it won’t come to that.”
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“Garfield? You down here?”

Rosa looks around the washing room, checking all the places Garfield usually hangs out: The tumbler. The top shelf. The windowsill. The laundry basket.

The cat’s not there. But she’s certain she heard him meow from down here just a second ago.

The door to the garage has a cat door, so Garfield can enter and exit the house as he pleases. But he usually only goes out at night. She decides to check the garage anyway.

Opening the door, she’s met by the hum of the heat pump, and she stops to stare at the huge vehicle taking up most of the garage. It’s an ambulance. Rosa never saw one up close before, but the colors are a dead giveaway, and besides, the text on the side door says so.

It takes her brain a few seconds to catch on. Her first thought is that someone called for help. But there’s no one behind the wheel of the ambulance, and Rosa was just in the kitchen with Helen. Mom is in the living room, watching TV, and Linus and their guest—Axe—are both still sleeping. None of them very likely called 911—why would they?

Besides, the garage door is closed, and puddles of muddy water have formed around the tires, indicating that the ambulance has been in here for a while.

Rosa can only think of one logical conclusion. Apparently, Linus and Axe arrived in the ambulance last night, and they must have been driving it themselves. Why else would it still be here? Why they wouldn’t use their own car, though, is a puzzle. It could have broken down. But still, why would they be allowed to take an ambulance home? That made no sense.

Unless, of course, they took it without asking.

Rosa feels pretty sure that’s what happened. She’s not surprised that Linus would do something like that, either. More than once, she’s caught him lying. She never confronts him about it, because he rarely lies to her. It’s mostly Mom he tells lies to, and even though it annoys Rosa, she doesn’t feel it’s her place to rat him out. Besides, Mom probably knows on some level when Linus is selling her a story. She isn’t stupid. She just doesn’t want to be alone again. With all the guys she’s been with since Rosa’s dad split, Rosa can’t blame her. And Linus certainly isn’t the worst.

“Meow …”

Garfield pulls her out of her thoughts. Rosa goes to the back of the ambulance to find him sitting there, on the floor.

“Hey, buddy,” she says. “There you are …”

He doesn’t give her as much as a look. He just stares up at the back door of the ambulance. His eyes are lit up, and his tail is wagging like it does when he sees a bird from the window.

“What is it?” Rosa asks, looking at the ambulance. Apparently, Garfield is enamored by the strange vehicle. Either that, or he’s picking up on something Rosa isn’t.

A bump from inside the ambulance. Rosa steps back a little. Staring at the ambulance, she can tell it rocks gently.

It’s only now she realizes that soft noises are coming from inside the vehicle. The constant buzz of the heat pump was covering it until now. It sounds like someone groaning. Like they’re waking up. Or in pain.

“God,” Rosa whispers. “Someone’s hurt.”

It’s a natural deduction. Ambulances are meant for transporting sick and injured people, after all. So why wouldn’t whoever is in there be hurt in some way?

Still, as she goes to open the door, something makes her hesitate. She’s been listening to the news all morning. Mom turned the volume all the way down, hoping that Rosa wouldn’t hear it. But since Aksel was using her room, she had to do her homework in the living room, and she couldn’t help but listen to the reporters.

“Unresponsive … unable to speak … guttural sounds … impaired ability to move …”

Rosa knows about zombies. The boys at school are into monsters and often play video games at recess. She heard them talking about Resident Evil and Left 4 Dead. The few clips she saw this morning of the infected people up at Torik reminded her a lot of those games.

Except, of course, zombies aren’t real. Viruses are. Diseases. Contagions. And Rosa knows she needs to be careful.

So, instead of opening the door, she pulls over an oil-stained stool and steps onto it, allowing her to look through the rear window.

What she sees makes her gasp.

Even in the dim lighting of the garage, she can see the woman strapped to the gurney. Her feet are pointed at Rosa, and she’s trying to sit up. Her eyes are like black holes in her head, and her mouth is covered by an oxygen mask which is held in place by rubber straps. Her jaw moves up and down as she apparently snaps her teeth. One of her arms has come free, and she’s reaching for Rosa, her pointy nails clawing at the air.

For what feels like an eternity, Rosa just stands there, staring in at the woman. And she realizes two things. One, the infected are a lot more gruesome to look at up close and in real life than the out-of-focus, faraway footage on the news. And second, they’re definitely zombies.

The woman, seeing Rosa, thrashes her head eagerly, causing the mask to slide sideways, revealing her gaping mouth with strings of saliva dripping from her chin. The movement also makes her able to pull her other hand free, and she’s able to lean forward, lunging for the door.

Rosa gives off a yelp, and—forgetting completely that she’s standing on a stool—turns to run for the door. Instead, she falls and flops down hard on her stomach, knocking the air from her lungs. Her head spins for a second. As she heaves for breath and tries to get up, the pain makes her crunch up into fetal position, and she tries to scream for Helen, or Mom, or anyone, but all her lungs can manage is a dry wheeze.

Rosa begins worming her way across the floor, each movement sending stabs of pain through her torso.

Her ears are ringing, but she picks up a sound from behind and looks back.

The back door is open, and the woman comes tumbling out, head first, landing only three feet from Rosa. She immediately whips her head sideways, then comes for her.

Rosa can’t get away in time. It’s just not possible.

Instead, she rolls onto her back and begins kicking frantically at the woman.

Rosa’s feet—which are wearing nothing but woolen socks—stop just short of the woman’s head, and she grabs eagerly at them. Rosa tries again to scream, but she has barely enough air to breathe, and the sound can’t even compete with the hum of the heat pump, much less be heard from inside the house.

The woman catches Rosa’s left foot, and tries immediately to bite it. She only manages to pull off the sock. Stuffing it in her mouth, she chews on it, then shakes her head with a grunt of disappointment. She reaches for Rosa again, growling.

That’s when Rosa realizes the woman can’t get any closer. One of her feet is still inside the ambulance, the leg entangled in something which looks like a tube.

Rosa scooches backwards by digging her heels into the floor. She manages to get out of reach of the woman, and she feels a rush of relief as it looks like she’ll be able to get away.

Then the tube snaps, and the woman crawls forward eagerly.

Rosa flips over and gets to her hands and knees when the woman wraps her arms around Rosa’s waist and sinks her teeth into her lower back.

Rosa screams again, this time the sound a bit louder, though still not nearly enough to alert anyone. She writhes and pulls and tries desperately to get free, punching the woman’s hands, flinging back elbows. But nothing works. The woman clings on like a tiger to a gazelle, gnawing away at Rosa’s back. She can feel the teeth pinch her skin with each bite.

Then, out of nowhere, comes something flying over her head. It’s orange and furry and gives off a weird screeching sound which Rosa has never heard come from Garfield before. He spits and hisses right behind Rosa, and then she’s suddenly free, as the arms release their hold. She crawls away, gets to her feet and looks back.

Garfield is sitting on top of the woman’s head like a big, crooked toupee. He’s blocking her vision and lashing away at her scalp and forehead. The woman reaches for the cat, grabs him and tries to pull him off. Garfield screeches again and digs in his claws. The woman is too strong, though, and she tears Garfield free, leaving deep gashes across her face from the cat’s claws. Garfield instead attacks her arm, but the woman doesn’t seem bothered by it. She’s already locked in on Rosa again, coming forward.

During the struggle, they turned sideways, and Rosa has lost her shot at the door. Instead, she gets up and stumbles around to the front of the ambulance. She yanks the passenger door open and climbs in, immediately slamming the door again.

A second later, the woman appears outside the window. She growls and hisses and fumbles over the glass. Rosa grabs the handle and holds on firmly, searching for the lock. But the woman can’t seem to remember how to open car doors, and she doesn’t even try for the handle.

Rosa locks the door, then scooches away, staring at the woman in horror. With the skin on her face cut open, she’s an even more ghastly sight. She presses her mouth against the window, apparently trying to bite her way through it, leaving a big, greasy stain.

Rosa finds that she can finally breathe in all the way again, which means she can scream. But now she’s sitting inside the ambulance, and she’s not sure the others will hear her.

Instead, she reaches for the steering wheel, wanting to honk the horn. She sees something even better, though. Right next to the wheel is a switch marked SIREN.

Rosa flips it.
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Aksel and Linus stare at each other for another couple of seconds, as comprehension dawns on both of them.

“The ambulance,” Linus says. “Fuck, I forgot all about that …”

Aksel leaves the bedroom, not waiting for Linus. He marches through the house, finding the kitchen empty.

Belinda comes in from the living room just as he passes the door, her eyes big and confused. “What the hell?” she says loudly. “Is there a fire or something?”

Aksel doesn’t bother answering her. He just heads for the garage. Somehow, he knows this is very bad news. And not just for Linus, who’ll have to explain what a busted-up ambulance is doing in the garage—this is what Aksel’s bad intuition was about. He can feel it. All his alarm bells are blaring, competing with the ambulance’s sirens, which by now is deafening.

The door to the garage is open. Helen is standing there, having taken a couple of steps out. She seems to be frozen in place, her hands over her ears, as she’s staring at something outside of Aksel’s view.

As he goes through the door, the first thing he sees is that the back door to the ambulance has been opened. Medical equipment, including an IV tube, is splayed out on the floor.

Fucking hell, he thinks, feeling his gut drop. We never checked the back …

Then he turns to see what Helen is staring at. A woman, still wearing an oxygen mask around her neck and the drip hanging from her arm, is working the passenger side window, obviously trying to get inside. Apparently sensing Helen and Aksel, she snaps her head around to gaze at them. Then she comes this way.

Aksel is about to run back inside the house, when Helen starts screaming. He assumed she would run for her life, too, but she seems to be nailed to the spot, unable to do anything besides staring and screaming. He can’t blame her. It’s the first time she’s seen a zombie up close, and even though Aksel had several close encounters yesterday, he’s still taken aback at the sheer awfulness of the woman’s appearance.

“Come on!” he shouts, his voice barely audible over the combined bray of the siren and Helen’s scream. He grabs her arm and yanks her along. She stumbles, following without taking her eyes off the zombie woman, who is closing in.

Aksel is about to pull Helen through the door, and for a brief second, he actually thinks they’ll make it. That’s when Belinda appears in the opening, holding her ears, frowning as she looks at the ambulance. Her mouth forms the words: “What the …?”

“Move!” Aksel shouts, pushing her back. Belinda looks past him, sees the zombie, and begins screaming.

“Belinda!” Linus’s voice as he appears in the opening, too. “Goddamnit!”

“Get back!” Aksel bellows, still trying to haul Helen along, but now the doorway is completely blocked, and he suddenly feels Helen pull the other way. “Stop that!” he shouts, turning his head. “Come with me, or you’ll—”

He stops when he realizes Helen isn’t doing the pulling. The woman has grabbed her other arm, and for a brief moment, they perform a grotesque tug-of-war with Helen, who’s still screaming, but the sound is weaker now, and Aksel can tell from her pale face and rolling eyes that she’s seconds from passing out.

“Mom!” Linus roars out, pushing Belinda aside, trying to get past Aksel. “No, let go of her!”

But it’s way too late. The zombie pulls Helen’s arm to its mouth and bites down on the soft inside of her wrist.

The sudden pain makes Helen jerk back into full wakefulness, and she begins screaming properly again. She tries to pull her arm free, and she succeeds—but at the cost of tearing her wrist open, as a large slab of skin and muscle is ripped off. It dangles for a moment between the zombie woman’s teeth. Then she pushes the whole thing down her throat with a hand, swallowing it like a boa constrictor gulping down a dead rat.

The siren has stopped, but everyone else is screaming now. Helen, Belinda, even Linus has resorted to a wordless howl, as he manages to reach his mother. In order to do so, he pushes Aksel aside, which means that for a moment, their faces are very close, and Aksel feels a punch to his gut at the sight of Linus’s expression. The big, confident guy has been reduced to a scared kid who’s seeing his mother getting killed in front of him. Instincts are driving him, overruling any sense of self-protection, as he wraps one arm around his mother, then begins punching away at the zombie woman with the other.

At first, Aksel thinks—hopes—that it might actually work. At least that Linus won’t get himself hurt by the stupid, heroic act. The zombie woman is taken aback as several hard swings land on her jaw, cheekbone, forehead. She staggers backwards and lets go of Helen’s arm.

But then Linus changes tactic, hoisting up his mother and turning his back to the zombie woman. It gives her the chance to throw herself at him, and Aksel sees her nails dig in on both sides of Linus’s bare shoulders. He shouts in anger and pain as she draws long, bloody lines on his skin before sinking in her teeth between his shoulder blades.

Linus turns around, still holding his mother in an awkward fireman’s grip, swinging for the zombie, but she clings on and comes along for the ride. Linus tries to back up, but he steps on the feet of the zombie, and both of them lose their balance. Linus, his mother, and the zombie, all go down in a tangle of arms and legs. Helen, grabbing for anything, catches Aksel’s wrist, almost pulling him down with them. For a heartbeat, their eyes lock, and Aksel can tell the woman has returned to her senses, at least somewhat.

“Help her,” she says, her voices strained from the pain. “Help Rosa.”

Then the zombie woman rises up from behind and bites down over Helen’s ear, ripping it clean off. Helen screams, Linus bellows and—apparently disregarding any attempt to not getting hurt now—grabs the zombie in a chokehold, which allows her to claw away at his arm, tearing open the skin.

Aksel looks at the doorway, seeing the back of Belinda as she bolts. He’s about to follow her, when he remembers Helen’s last plead.

Instead, he turns towards the ambulance. And he sees the girl in the side mirror. She’s sitting behind the wheel, staring back at him with huge, terrified eyes.

Aksel runs for her.
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The cave is even deeper than Kristoffer thought.

After ten yards or so, it turns right, then grows wider and taller, turning into what can best be described as a hall. The walls reach way up high, meeting in a point overhead where there’s a narrow opening showing a piece of the early morning sky. Kristoffer can feel a slight breeze coming down. It not only provides the cave with fresh oxygen, it also means they can start a fire in here. And it looks like Ragnar did that already several times. In the middle of the cave is a ring of rocks circling a pile of old ashes. By the wall is mounted a metal bunk bed complete with springs and plastic-wrapped mattresses.

On the other side are mounted steel shelves with more stuff. A lot of it is long-lasting food, and Kristoffer is briefly taken back to Helda and Halgrim’s pantry.

There’s a row of plastic barrels with water, several large gas cans and what looks like a propane generator. There’s even a table with two chairs, steel plates, cups, knives and forks. On the ground is what looks like a disassembled windmill, ready to be carried outside and put up. The cave has everything you need to survive for months, if not years.

“This is … extraordinary,” Kristoffer mutters. His voice echoes slightly.

“Glad you like it,” Ragnar says, passing Kristoffer. He’s busy unpacking. “There are a few improvements to be made. For one, we’ll need to figure out a latrine, so we don’t have to leave the cave. Also, when spring comes around, a lot of rain water will come down from above. We’ll either have to seal the crack or build a gutter system. Other than that, we should be fine.”

“How long did it take to put together this place?” Hans asks, scratching his arm. “Bringing all the stuff out here?”

“Years,” Ragnar says simply.

“Does he expect us to live in here till spring?” Ingrid asks, wrinkling her nose. She’s addressing Hans, but she says it loud enough for all to hear.

“We’ll see how things go,” Hans mutters. “For now, I think we’ll be very safe here.”

“Here are the basic systems,” Ragnar says, gesturing around the cave. “Drinking water won’t be a problem. There’s a stream nearby, and it only freezes in extreme cold weather. Even if it does, we can bring ice back here to thaw. We have food for at least two months. We should begin hunting and gathering already, though. Spare the supplies as much as we can. We have power if we want to, but I personally don’t see much use of it, other than recharging batteries. The propane won’t last forever, but we can probably fetch more in Torik if we find it necessary. That’s only if the mill breaks down, of course. Regarding heat, I much prefer lighting a fire, since we’ll never run out of wood. We have plenty of soap, so if you want to wash, we can heat up some water.” He plants his hands on his hips and looks around at them, as though asking without words: “Any questions?”

“There are only two beds,” Ingrid remarks.

“It’s fine,” Ragnar says. “We won’t be sleeping more than two at a time anyway. I say we draw straws to find out who gets the first rest.”

They all exchange looks. Kristoffer could really use some sleep, but he can tell the same is true for Hans and especially Ingrid, who looks worn to say the least.

Ragnar picks up a stick, turns his back and breaks it a couple of times. Then he holds out his fist. Kristoffer picks a piece at random. Ragnar turns to Hans, lets him take one too. Then Ingrid. And finally, Ragnar is left with only one. They all hold up their sticks.

“Looks like the young lady and I drew the shorter ones,” Ragnar concludes. “Kris and Hans, you make yourselves comfortable, and we’ll wake you up when—”

“No,” Hans says. “Ingrid, you need to sleep. I’ll take your turn.”

“We drew on it,” Ragnar remarks. “It’s decided.”

Hans smiles nervously. “I can volunteer, can’t I?”

“I think we should respect the outcome.”

Hans grunts and looks at Kristoffer for support. “What, are we like in fourth grade here?”

Kristoffer sighs. “Does it matter, Ragnar?”

Ragnar is about to answer, when Ingrid cuts him off: “It’s fine. I can’t sleep anyway. I don’t think I’ll ever be able to sleep in this nasty place. Besides, I need more food. I’m starting to shake again.” She turns and marches back out of the cave.

“Ingrid, are you sure?” Hans calls after her.

She doesn’t answer.

“Don’t worry about her,” Ragnar assures him, as Hans is about to follow his wife. “Get some rest, my friend. I’ll find her something to eat.”

Kristoffer can’t help but notice Ragnar calling Hans “friend.” The word doesn’t seem at all natural coming from the old guy. But he smiles reassuringly to Hans, and Hans seems to want to trust him. He yawns. “All right. Well, I’m beat, so I’m not gonna argue.”

“Clever choice. I’ll be going on reconnaissance around the area, setting up these.” He picks up a plastic bag.

“What’s that?” Kristoffer asks.

“Electronic trip wires.”

“Trip wires?” Kristoffer repeats.

“Yes,” Ragnar nods. “I’ll place them all around, covering every walkable path leading to us. They’ll be set off if anyone or anything approaches.”

Kristoffer can’t help but scoff. “Jesus, you thought of everything, Ragnar.”

The old guy just shrugs. Then he turns and leaves.

Hans and Kristoffer look at each other.

“I take it you’re not related?” Hans asks, kicking off his shoes.

“How’d you figure that?” Kristoffer grins. “No, we just lived in the same village. I knew Ragnar was kind of a prepper, but this …” He looks around and whistles.

“I know, it’s impressive,” Hans yawns, unrolling the thick blanket on the bottom bed. “If my life hadn’t been turned upside down, I’d probably be more blown away. Right now, I just want to go to sleep and stop thinking, you know?” He lies down with a grunt, the springs complaining under the weight.

“I know exactly what you mean,” Kristoffer says, taking off his own shoes.

As he climbs up the ladder, Hans has turned his back, and Kristoffer can tell he’s already drifting off to asleep.

Not sure I can follow his example, Kristoffer thinks, slipping under the blanket and settling in. But I’ll give it a try.

He shuts his eyes.

Then he’s gone.
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Aksel rips open the driver-side door. “Move! Move over!”

Rosa quickly scooches to the passenger seat. From here, she can’t see the fighting going on, and she’s actually grateful for it.

She saw Linus get bitten. And Helen. She saw the blood squirting everywhere. And she knew what it meant. Once you get bitten, there is no hope. That’s rule number one with zombies.

She also saw her mother, and she felt a huge relief when she turned and left the garage again, getting herself out of harm’s way.

“My mom,” Rosa says, as Aksel twists the key, turning on the ambulance. “She’s—”

“Don’t worry about her,” he says, revving the engine. “We’ll pick her up. But we need to get the fuck out of here first.” He checks the mirrors, tugging the gearshift. Then he begins backing up.

“The door,” Rosa begins. “It’s not—”

“Hold on!”

The ambulance rams the inside of the garage door, flinging Rosa’s head back into the seat. The ambulance grinds to a halt as the garage door doesn’t give way. She instinctively reaches for the seat belt as Aksel drives forward again. Next to the ambulance, Linus, Helen and the zombie are still fighting. Rosa can hear Linus shouting, his voice breaking. Then Aksel backs up again, faster this time, and there’s another loud crash as they hit the door a second time. This time, Rosa is better prepared.

“Come on,” Aksel growls, staring into the mirror.

The tires screech as the ambulance presses against the door. Then it gives way, and they are suddenly outside. Rosa stares at the broken door, which is still clinging on to the hinges on one side. She catches one final glimpse of the awful scene inside. Helen is just lying there, on the floor, bleeding from several bite wounds, her eyes closed. Linus is kneeling over her, crying. He’s almost bleeding as much as his mother. The zombie woman is next to him, and she seems to have stopped moving. Her head, which is resting on the floor, is oddly misshapen, like a watermelon that someone stepped on.

“Fuck, he got it,” Aksel mutters, stopping at the end of the driveway. “He beat the thing to death.”

As though Linus can hear them, he lifts his head and gazes out through the crashed door. His eyes are swimming, yet Rosa is pretty sure he can see her. He says something, then bends over his mother and resumes crying.

“Jesus,” Aksel whispers. “There’s nothing we can do …”

Rosa knew that already. And she suspects he’s talking more to himself.

Aksel backs out into the street, barely checking for any passing traffic.

“My mom,” Rosa reminds him.

“Yeah, I know. You’ve got your phone?”

Rosa checks her pocket, pulling out her phone.

“Call her up,” Aksel says, rolling along the front yard. “Tell her to come out.” He stops the ambulance outside the path leading up to the front door.

Rosa navigates through her contacts with a shaky thumb. She calls up her mom, placing the phone to her ear. It beeps three times.

“I’m not sure she’s picking up,” she tells Aksel. “Maybe she’s—”

“Never mind,” Aksel says, pointing. “She caught on.”

Rosa sees her mother coming out the front door. She checks in the direction of the garage, as though making sure the zombie woman hasn’t made it out that way and is about to surprise her. When she finds the coast clear, she runs for the street.

Rosa opens the door, moves aside, and her mom jumps in. Getting a whiff of her perfume, Rosa wants very much to hug her and never let go.

“Go,” Mom breathes, then grabs Rosa’s head with both hands, searching her face. “Are you okay, sweetheart? Did it hurt you?”

“I think … I’m fine,” Rosa says, as Aksel speeds down the street.

“Oh, thank God,” Mom says, hugging Rosa so tight that it hurts. Rosa doesn’t mind. “What about you?” Mom asks Aksel.

“It didn’t touch me,” he says, checking the mirrors, as though he’s afraid they’re being followed. “I think we’re good.”

“What the heck even happened?” Mom asks, throwing out her arms, looking from Rosa to Aksel. “Why was there a goddamn ambulance in the garage? And who was that woman?”

“We brought the ambulance,” Aksel mumbles. “Yesterday. We weren’t let go. We ran.”

“Jesus,” Mom mutters, frowning. “So you stole it?”

Aksel shrugs. “It was the only way we were getting out of there.”

“And the woman?”

“She must have been in the back the whole time. We didn’t hear her. Maybe she wasn’t … hadn’t turned yet. I don’t know.” He sighs, running a hand through his hair. “Fuck, we fucked up.”

“Yeah, you sure did,” Mom says, raising her voice. “You almost got us all killed!”

Aksel says something, but Rosa isn’t listening anymore. She’s become aware of a singeing pain from the skin on her lower back. “Oh, no,” she whispers.

“What is it?” Mom asks, alarm in her voice.

“I forgot,” Rosa says, almost beginning to cry. “I think … I think it might have … bitten me.”
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She has no idea how long she’s gone for. Could be half an hour. Could be half a minute.

The only thing she knows for sure is her head is throbbing.

She blinks her eyes open with a groan, finding herself in an awkward position. She’s lying on the hard floor, on her stomach, her right arm caught under something heavy.

As she manages to lift her head, she realizes the heavy thing is her uncle. And he’s dead. There’s no doubt about that. The sight of him sends a surge of horror through Ella, kickstarting her memory.

Where Ella connected with the wall just beside the glass door, Gunnar instead took a dive right into the bottom window of the door. His entire head went through, and he’s still lying there. His jaw and neck have been cut open in a bad way. Blood has spilled from him, and what seems like gallons of it has formed a huge pool on the floor. It has soaked his T-shirt and Ella’s arm.

Infection!

The word shoots through her mind, and Ella immediately begins struggling to get her arm free from under him. But something is holding it back. Something digging at her wrist. She recalls the chain.

Ella can’t hope to pull her hand out unless she wants to risk tearing her skin open—if it hasn’t been already. So, she uses her other arm to push Gunnar away and up. He’s heavy, but she manages to get him keeled over just enough to pull her hand out. The chain is also still secured to Gunnar’s left arm. Ella begins fumbling with the chain. It’s sticky with blood, which doesn’t make it easier. An avalanche of pain is rolling through her skull, but she barely notices. The shock must be keeping her going.

She realizes Gunnar made a noose with the chain, which is why she can’t seem to loosen it. Instead, she unwraps it from his wrist, and it proves a lot easier. Suddenly, she’s free. Quickly, she crawls away and gets to her feet. She stumbles, almost falls down, then grabs the dining table for support.

She holds up her arm, staring at the bloody mess. It’s completely soaked in Gunnar’s blood. The chain is tight around her hand, making it throb. She can’t tell if it’s dug into her skin. It’s impossible to know whether any of the blood is hers. If it is, she’s no doubt infected.

Need to clean it …

Ella heads for the glass doors, walking in a half circle around her dead uncle. She pushes aside the other door, slipping out into the kitchen. She turns on the tap and runs her wrist under the cold water. The blood isn’t very willing to come off, and she splashes on a lot of dish soap. Washing her skin as gently as she can, she finally manages to untie the knot in the chain, and the dog tags rattle to the bottom of the sink.

There’s been carved a nasty furrow all the way around her wrist. Ella rinses it as best she can, then inspects it closely. The pain in her head is so bad, it’s causing her nausea. She probably got a mild concussion from headbutting the wall, but she can’t worry about that now. Turning her hand over again and again, she can’t see any openings in the skin. It appears intact. Her fear levels drop somewhat, and she’s able to breathe a little deeper.

I think I’m okay. I think I’m okay.

She leans over the sink, feeling a wave of dizziness wash over her. She turns on the tap again, drinking a couple of mouthfuls. It helps a little with the nausea.

It’s amazing that both Marit and Greta appear to have slept right through everything. She recalls Gunnar shouting when she stabbed him with the spoon. Not to mention him diving through the glass door—that must have been loud as hell. But it’s a big house, and both of them use sleeping aids, so they apparently didn’t hear anything.

The first thing that comes to Ella’s mind is calling her mother. She remembers Gunnar tossing her phone through the living room, and she has no idea whether it broke or not. She turns to go back in there and search for it, when—

“Ella? What in the world …?”

Her aunt’s voice makes her freeze.

Greta is stepping in from the hallway, her face a mask of confusion and grogginess. “You … what …? Is that blood?” Her aunt steps closer, and Ella has no idea what to say or do, when Greta notices the broken glass door, turns her head and begins screaming.
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He slams the brakes. The ambulance grinds to a halt in the middle of the street.

He stares at the girl. “Where?” he demands. “Show me.”

Rosa sniffs, scooching forward in the seat. Then she carefully pulls up her sweater and twists to show her back.

Aksel sees a cluster of what looks like pinch marks or hickeys. The skin is definitely bruised, the red and blue colors sharply contrasting the paleness of the rest of Rosa’s back. But he’s not sure it’s actually been pierced.

“What happened?” Aksel asks the girl.

Rosa swallows. “She bit me through the sweater.”

“She’s not bleeding,” Belinda says, sounding both relieved and defensive. “There’s no blood. That means she’s not infected.”

Aksel avoids her eyes, shaking his head slowly. “I’m not sure.”

“But they said it wasn’t transferred by contact,” she goes on. “It has to be either via saliva or blood.”

“All it takes is a tiny puncture,” he mutters. “I don’t think we can know for sure. At least not for now.”

Belinda shakes her head firmly, looking at her daughter. “It’s fine, sweetheart. You’re going to be okay. There’s no blood.”

Rosa glances at Aksel, and he tries his best to look reassuring.

“I think she’s right,” he says. “I think you got lucky.”

Rosa looks like most of the blood just left her head. Aksel wishes he could say something more, something comforting, but he also doesn’t want to lie to her. The truth is, they’ll simply need to wait and—

A car horn sounds from behind.

Aksel assumes it’s another car that wants them to move. But when he leans forward to look in the mirror, he sees something else. There is a car all right, but it’s way back by the house. From out of the driveway comes Helen, closely followed by Linus. From this distance, they almost look okay. Helen’s torn, blood-soaked shirt and the wounds all over Linus’s torso is what gives them away.

They stagger out into the street, as an older guy comes out of the car. He seems like he’s intent on helping them, then abruptly changes his mind. But by the time he realizes the danger, it’s too late, and Helen has already grabbed him. The mother-son-duo wrestle the guy to the ground.

“Oh, Jesus,” Belinda says. “We should go back and help.”

“Definitely not,” Aksel tells her firmly. “We’ll just get ourselves killed.”

Two people are coming from the neighboring houses, approaching the scene carefully, and another car has stopped behind the first.

“This will turn to chaos in a matter of minutes,” Aksel says, putting the ambulance in drive. “We’re better off getting the hell away.”

“Wait!” Rosa exclaims.

“What is it?” Aksel asks, looking at her in alarm.

Apparently, the girl saw something outside the ambulance. “Garfield,” she says, leaning over her mother to grab the handle.

“No, don’t open the—” Belinda begins, but Rosa manages to push it open a few inches.

“Garfield!” she calls. “Here, boy!”

Two seconds later, the big, orange cat comes leaping onto Belinda’s lap.

Rosa shuts the door, and as they drive on, she hugs Garfield tightly, burying her face in his fur. “Thank you,” Aksel hears her whisper, as she begins to cry softly.
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He’s back in the pantry.

But at the same time, he’s aware it’s just a memory.

The cop isn’t here. But Helda is. Scratching. Moaning. Trying to get in.

The hole in the door is bigger than Kristoffer remembers. Big enough, in fact, that Helda can squeeze her entire head through. She does so, grinning at Kristoffer, her black eyes shining with malice. “Sorry about the eggs,” she says.

“The eggs?” Kristoffer asks, confounded.

“Yeah. The ones you brought over. I made you drop them, remember?”

Kristoffer only vaguely recalls bringing over the eggs. It feels like years ago. Back when life was normal. When he still had a job. A house. Chickens to look after. All that is gone. Wiped away in one fell swoop.

“It seems like such a shame,” Helda goes on. “Breaking all those lovely eggs. I mean, we’re not supposed to waste food like that, you know? Especially not now that the world is about to end.”

“You’re dead,” Kristoffer informs her. “You don’t need food.”

“That’s true,” Helda concedes. “But I’m hungry. All the time.” She licks her lips with a foamy tongue, then sends him a beaming smile.

Kristoffer takes a couple of steps away from the door. He notices his shoes making sounds which aren’t at all consistent with the pantry. And as he looks around, he finds that it’s been transformed into a cave.

“But you’re right,” Helda goes on, her grin fading. “I am dead. I had cancer. Did you know?”

“Yeah, I read about that in Halgrim’s journal,” Kristoffer mutters. “Sorry.”

“It’s okay. It never got me. Something else did. Or someone.”

Kristoffer feels his chest contract as he remembers. “The creature. The thing living inside the hill.”

Helda blinks. “Exactly. You want to steer clear, trust me. Do you still have the journal?”

“No, I … I left it at my place.”

“Do you remember its name? The creature?”

Kristoffer shakes his head.

“It’s important,” Helda tells him, looking serious now. Her black eyes bore into him. “You have to remember its name, Kris.”

“Why?”

She says, as though self-evident: “Because you’re the only one in the world who knows about it now that Halgrim and I are dead.”

“Yeah, but … why does it matter what it’s called?”

“If you don’t know its name, how are you going to fight it?”

“Fight it?” Kristoffer repeats, stepping farther back. “Oh, no. I’m not going to fight it. I’m never going back there.”

“That’s too bad,” Helda says, tilting her head just like Kristoffer has seen her do tons of times when she was alive. “Then this will never end.”

Kristoffer feels claustrophobic. He feels like running away, but the only way out of the pantry or cave or whatever is through the door guarded by Helda.

“Could you step aside, please?” Kristoffer asks her. “I’d like to leave.”

“Oh, Kris,” Helda says in an overbearing tone. “I always liked you. No, you can’t leave, son. Not yet, at least. I have someone who—” Helda turns her head to look back. “Oh, she’s here now. I’ll leave you to it.” Sending him one last smile, Helda steps aside.

For several seconds, Kristoffer just stares at the hole in the door, waiting to see who will appear. He expects to hear footsteps approaching, but there’s dead quiet now.

Then, suddenly, a face comes gliding into view from the side. It’s only there for a moment, then it’s gone again. Then it reappears from the other side, passing by the opening once more.

Kristoffer stares in horror as Ingrid swings back and forth. Her eyes stare in at him without seeing him. She’s dead. But she’s not a zombie. She’s proper dead. And from the way her face is all blue, and with how she’s swinging from side to side, Kristoffer realizes she’s hung herself.

“Oh, no,” he breathes. Then—
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“Gunnar! Gunnar! Oh, God!”

Greta collapses to her knees. She places her hands on Gunnar’s back and folds over like a praying Muslim.

Her shoulders bopping, she alternates between sobbing and asking: “What happened? … God, what happened?”

Ella finds herself stepping closer. She doesn’t want to look at Gunnar. “I’m really sorry,” she mutters.

Greta doesn’t hear her. She just keeps bawling.

Ella edges past her and into the living room. She scans the floor and sees her phone by the far wall. She walks to it, feeling like she’s moving in a dream, picks it up and activates the screen. It has a crack, but it seems to be working. She finds her mother’s number and calls it up.

“What have you done?”

Ella turns to look at her aunt.

Greta has lifted her head. Her eyes are red, swollen and full of hate. She’s breathing fast, gulping in air between sobs. “What have you done to my husband?”

“I … I didn’t … it wasn’t me who … look, he tried to …” Ella can’t seem to formulate an explanation that Greta will understand. So, she simply shrugs. “I’m really sorry …”

“Sorry?” Greta asks, her lips quivering. “You killed him, Ella … You killed Gunnar! And you’re sorry!?”

“Listen, please, he was infected …”

Greta doesn’t even hear her. “You killed him! You killed him!”

“Ella?” Mom’s voice in her ear, filling her with relief. “Everything all right?”

“Mom, I’m sorry, I …”

Ella cuts herself off as she notices Gunnar’s leg moving. It jerks once, then again. At first glance, she takes it to be Greta pulling at it, but she’s busy crying and scolding Ella.

Her mother says something which Ella doesn’t register. She also tunes out Greta’s voice. All she perceives is Gunnar’s legs, as the other one begins moving as well.

A rapid succession of thoughts shoots through her head. The calm voice debating with the panicky one.

He isn’t really dead!

Yes, he is. But he’s coming back.

How can that be? The infection didn’t kill him, he died from blood loss!

That doesn’t matter. It was in his system, and now it’s reviving him. You have to warn her.

“Greta,” Ella says, lowering the phone. “Get away from him …”

“You don’t tell me what to do,” Greta snarls, her face full of scorn. “You killed him, you murdering—”

“Get away from him!” Ella says again, stepping closer. “He’s dangerous! He’s contagious!”

As though concurring, Gunnar lets out a wet gurgling sound, and tries to get up. It’s difficult, because the broken window is still lodged in his neck, and he has to pull his head upwards in order for the glass to slide out. It does so with a sticky sound, more blood splashing to the floor. He gets to all fours and utters another bubbling growl, bloody saliva streaming from his mouth.

“Oh, thank God!” Greta exclaims, grabbing Gunnar’s shoulders, helping him. “Thank God, honey! You’re alive!”

“No, no!” Ella hears herself shout as she moves still closer. “No, get away from him!”

It’s way too late, of course. Greta isn’t paying any attention to her warnings. She smiles through tears and helps Gunnar turn around. She wraps her arms around him and hugs him tightly. Gunnar turns his head—it’s not easy, since he’s been almost decapitated—and Ella sees his eyes.

They’re completely black. As though having been replaced with cue balls.

Then he opens wide and sinks his teeth into Greta’s neck.
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They only make it two blocks over, when the one thing that should not happen, happens.

A police car is suddenly driving behind them.

“Oh, fuck …”

“What? What is it?” Belinda asks, looking up from her phone.

“The police,” Aksel mumbles, keeping an eye on the patrol car in the mirror. So far, they haven’t signaled for him to pull over. But they’re definitely following them. Maybe they’re escorting them? Thinking they’re on their way to the hospital with a patient?

Then he recalls the back doors of the ambulance are both open, and he repeats: “Fuck!”

“That’s a good thing,” Belinda says. “They’ll help us. Pull over.”

Aksel sends her a brief glance. “We’re driving in a stolen ambulance.”

“So what? I’m sure they don’t give a damn about a car theft right now, with what’s going on.”

Aksel isn’t so sure. He’s not only a car thief, he’s technically a fugitive from the authorities. But he has no choice: The police car flashes its lights twice, and the message is unmistakable.

“Pull over,” Belinda says again. “We need to tell them what happened.”

Aksel slows down and pulls to the curb. He’s had a driver’s license for years now, and only once been pulled over. That was around Christmas, the time of year where a lot of people go drunk driving, and he had to blow in one of those breathalyzers. Luckily, he hadn’t had as much as a single beer that night.

This is a very different situation. The cop coming out of the police car and approaching the ambulance isn’t holding a breathalyzer. Instead, her hand is resting casually on something in her belt. She’s wearing gloves, so Aksel can’t see what it is, but he expects it’s her service gun. She’s middle-aged, grey-haired, and with piercing blue eyes. She’s tall and lean and looks like someone you don’t fool around with.

Stopping by Aksel’s window, she taps it once and makes a circular motion in the air. Aksel finds the button and rolls down the window.

The cop doesn’t say anything at first. She just takes them all in; Aksel, Belinda, the girl. Aksel can almost tell from her face how she analyzes the situation, going through a lot of different explanations for what the hell has gone down. He has no idea what to say, so he simply waits.

Belinda is the one to break the silence. “You have to help us. We were just in an … incident. Back at 114 Odin’s Street. People were hurt. You have to send someone there.”

“We just got the call,” the cop tells her calmly. Her voice is one of those that always sounds a bit hoarse and strained. Like she was out partying last night. “We’re on our way. Meanwhile …” She nods towards the dashboard. “Turn off the engine, please.”

Aksel does so.

“Mind telling me what you guys are doing in an ambulance registered in Torik?”

Aksel realizes why she was just trailing them for a while. She was checking the plates, obviously.

“It’s kind of a … long story,” he says, avoiding the cop’s icy gaze.

“My boyfriend stole the ambulance,” Belinda blurts out. “He was kept in confinement up there, by the hospital. We had no idea, we only found out ten minutes ago. That’s when it all happened.”

“Are you her boyfriend?” the cop asks Aksel.

“No,” Aksel mutters, realizing that Belinda just cleverly exonerated him of the theft of the ambulance by putting it on all Linus. Why didn’t I think of that?

“He’s still back there,” Belinda says. “Him and his mother, Helen. They’re both … they’ve both been … oh, God …” She breaks into tears. Aksel notices the girl placing a hand on her mother’s thigh to comfort her.

“Your boyfriend’s name?” the cop asks, completely emotionless.

“Linus … Linus Langeland,” Belinda snivels. “There was a woman there, too. I don’t know who she was … none of us do. She was inside the ambulance. She was infected.”

That last word finally manages to make the cop’s eyes widen slightly. “Are you referring to the Torik virus?”

“Yes!” Belinda exclaims, looking earnestly at the cop. “Yes, I am. That’s why you need to send people to the address I just gave you. But they need to be careful. Please!”

The cop has already stopped listening. She’s taken a few steps back and pulled a radio from her breast pocket. She’s talking into it, low and fast. “Checkup of stolen vehicle confirmed. Suspects claim the situation at Odin’s Street involves infected people. Great caution advised, repeat: great caution advised. Please alert medical personnel, consider setting up safety perimeter …” A male voice on the other end replies, and they exchange a few more words. Then the cop ends the call and looks in at Aksel. He notices how she doesn’t step closer again. “Roll up the window, sir. Then take the keys from the ignition and drop them out the door. Close it again immediately.”

“What’s going to happen?” Belinda asks, leaning forward to look at the cop. “Please, you have to help us!”

The cop’s cell phone starts ringing. She takes it out, checks the screen, then looks up and tells Belinda: “You’ll stay here until paramedics arrive. We need to check the ambulance and all three of you. Make sure you’re all right.” She answers the call and steps aside, saying: “Ella? Everything all right?”

“She means if we’re infected,” Aksel says, rolling up the window. “We’re being detained.”
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—sits up with a jolt.

Staring around the cave, he finds it illuminated by a cold, blue daylight coming down from above. In the bottom bunk, Hans is still snoring.

Ingrid, Kristoffer thinks, recalling the awful nightmare. He jumps down and runs towards the opening.

Stepping outside, he squints at the light.

The bonfire has almost burned down to ashes. A lot of stuff has been unpacked and splayed out. It looks like Ragnar was recently sitting here, fixing something. But he’s gone now. So is Ingrid.

“Ragnar?” Kristoffer calls, his voice hoarse from sleeping. “Ingrid?”

He turns around, looking in all directions, but sees neither Ragnar nor Ingrid. A bird is singing somewhere. A slight breeze stirs, making the ivy leaves rustle. Then he picks up on another sound. It’s a grunt of exertion. Nearby. Uphill.

Kristoffer goes around the opening of the cave and scales the rocks. There’s another, smaller plateau right above the cave’s opening, and he sees Ragnar sitting there. He’s on his knees, his back turned, leaning over something on the ground. That something is Ingrid. She’s lying on her back, not moving.

“Oh, shit,” Kristoffer exclaims, running to Ragnar. “What happened?”

Ragnar finally seems to notice Kristoffer, and he leans back, turning his head. He runs his hand through his beard, and Kristoffer notices he’s both sweating and out of breath. “I was … Jesus Christ … I was too late …”

Kristoffer stops dead at the sight of Ingrid. Her face looks almost exactly like it did in his nightmare just now. Except way worse. She’s obviously dead. And just as obviously, suffocation was the cause. Her eyes are bulging, staring at the sky. Her cheeks are still red and bloodshot, her mouth ajar. There’s a bluish tint to her face and neck.

“What … happened?” Kristoffer breathes.

Ragnar sniffs, wiping his nose with the back of his hands. “Must have been … anaphylactic shock … I thought at first she was choking on something, but …” He shakes his head. “No matter how much I blew into her mouth, I couldn’t get her to breathe … Jesus goddamn Christ …” Ragnar gets to his feet. He’s visibly shaken by having performed CPR on Ingrid.

“Her insulin,” Kristoffer hears himself say. “Hans said she could fall very ill if she didn’t get it …”

Ragnar nods. “I guess that, along with the strain she put on her system from walking here, was what did it. Fuck, if only I’d heard her sooner …”

“But how … how could she … I mean, she seemed fine! Did she say anything about feeling sick?”

Ragnar shakes his head. “Not a word. She just went off to take a leak, and … the next thing I know, I find her lying up here, clawing at her throat.”

Kristoffer looks at Ingrid again, and now he notices the bruises on her skin right below her jaw. She must have been really clutching her neck to leave marks like that.

Suddenly, a sense of unreality rushes over Kristoffer. It feels like he’s not really there. Like it’s only his body standing there, on the hillside. Surrounded by breathtakingly beautiful landscape. Right by his feet is a woman who was alive the last time Kristoffer saw her. Now, she’s as dead as the rocks around them.

Something’s wrong here, a thought tells him. Kristoffer isn’t sure what it means. It’s got something to do with the dream. The sense of doom it left in him is still there, now mixed with the horror of seeing Ingrid dead for real, and he wonders if he’s still asleep, if this is simply another phase of the nightmare, one which feels even more realistic than—

“Hello?”

He jolts at the sound of Hans’s voice, calling from down by the cave’s opening.

“Ingrid? Kris? Where are you guys?”

Kristoffer looks at Ragnar. Ragnar just stares at the dead woman, breathing through his nose. Then he mutters: “He’s not gonna take this well.”

“Hello?” Hans calls again. “Ingrid?”

Kristoffer swallows, looking at Ingrid’s beady eyes. He can’t help but feel that Ingrid is trying to tell him something. To communicate whatever she saw just before she collapsed to the ground and stopped breathing. Somehow, he senses it’s important for him to know.

Something’s wrong about this, the thought insists once more. Kristoffer believes it, but he can’t deal with it. Not right now. So, he shoves it aside for later. For now, he has something else to deal with. Hans.

He glances sideways at Ragnar. “Will you … will you tell him, or should I?”
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Ella doesn’t even try to help Greta. She realizes immediately it’s no use. Her aunt will be dead in seconds, and then she’ll return just like her late husband, who’s still eating away at her neck.

It really is a zombie infection, Ella thinks absently. They are not in a late stage of some disease … they are dead.

Greta seems to finally have been caught on to the fact that Gunnar isn’t returning her hug but instead eating her alive. She tries to cry out and begins struggling, but he’s way too strong, and he’s already torn her throat open.

There’s only one way out of the living room, and that’s right past her aunt and uncle. Ella walks around in a half circle, not taking her eyes off of them. Then she slips through the opening and hesitates briefly.

Right is the front door, escape.

Left is the stairs, Marit.

I can’t go up there, Ella thinks, knowing that if she does, it won’t be possible to get down again. At least not using the stairs. By the time she gets Marit out of bed, Gunnar will have finished with Greta, and will no doubt be headed upstairs.

But she can’t leave her cousin, either. The thought of her sleeping soundly, while both her dead parents lumber upstairs, enter her room and wake her up by attacking her … that’s too gruesome.

So, Ella turns left. She finds that she can move better now. Most of the shock seems to have left her body, which she’s grateful for. She takes the stairs three steps at a time, heading right for Marit’s room. She bursts in there and flicks on the light. She halfway expects Marit to sit up—she must be awake; how can she have slept through the raucous downstairs? But incredibly, Marit is still under the blanket, snoring softly.

Ella closes the door behind herself, finding to her regret that there’s no key, then suddenly recalls the phone in her hand. “Mom?” she asks, placing it to her ear. “You still there?”

“Ella!” Mom replies instantly. “Jesus, what’s going on?”

“It’s Gunnar,” Ella whispers, as Marit begins to stir. The light is what’s finally waking her up. “I don’t have much time, Mom. Gunnar was infected. He’s dead. But not really. He attacked Greta, and they’re both coming for us. Marit and I, we’re upstairs. I’ll try to get us out of here. We’ll have to jump from the window. Please, Mom, call the police.”

It takes her mother—who’s no stranger to emergencies—all of two seconds to catch up. “I’m calling them right now. You get out of that house, and you run as far away as you can. Then call me back as soon as you’re safe. Got it?”

“Got it,” Ella says, ending the call and slipping the phone into her pocket.

Marit is sitting up, squinting at Ella. She pulls out one of the plugs. “What’s going on, Ella? Why are you up? It’s only five thirty …” Then, seeing the blood on Ella’s clothes. “What the hell happened?”

Ella picks up on a groan through the door. Shuffling footsteps coming up the stairs.

Fuck! Not already, she thinks, striding to Marit’s bed.

She bends over, grabs Marit’s shoulders, and looks her dead in the eye. “You listen, and you listen very carefully, Marit. Both our lives depend on it …”


42



Another ambulance arrives within fifteen minutes.

The female cop—who’s been waiting in her car, talking on her phone with a very serious expression—comes out to greet them. They speak briefly before the paramedics begin preparing their equipment. They’re wearing full protective gear. Inside the houses, several curious faces have appeared, following the scene closely.

Fucking looky-loos, Aksel thinks, wanting to flip them the bird.

“They look just like on the news,” Rosa remarks, as the paramedics approach the ambulance.

The girl has been quiet up until now. Aksel has kept an eye on her. Looking for drops of sweat on her forehead. Checking the color of her cheeks. Any glassiness of her eyes. She looks fine, just a little worn and shell-shocked, which is no surprise considering what went down back at the house. If she shows any signs of fever, Aksel will jump out. He doesn’t care if that means the cop will open fire on him. He prefers that to staying in here with someone infected.

But so far, the girl seems OK.

“Please open the door, sir,” one of the paramedics tells Aksel, his voice muffled by the mask.

Aksel complies and is about to step out.

“No, stay where you are!” the doctor almost shouts, stepping back. “Don’t exit the vehicle, sir.”

“All right, whatever you say.” Aksel faces forward again. The ambulance has turned cold, and it’s even more freezing now that the door is open. Rosa, despite sitting close up against her mother, is shivering too. “But can you hurry up? Or maybe give us some blankets, if this will take a while?”

“Sure. Blankets, please! Now, I need to run a few tests on you guys. I’ll check your vital signs, take your temperature, ask you a few questions. Then I’ll take a blood sample, a skin scrape and a throat swab. It’ll all be basically pain-free, and I ask you to cooperate.”

“Absolutely,” Belinda nods. “We’ll do whatever you ask. But we’re not infected, I promise you that. We don’t have a fever or anything.”

“That’s great,” the paramedic says.

He doesn’t believe her, Aksel thinks. And he’s right not to.

Another paramedic opens the passenger door, handing them folded blankets. Aksel wraps one around his shoulders. Then the tests begin. The paramedic shines a light in his eyes, rolls a cotton swab around his mouth, scrapes his skin in several places, and draws blood from his left arm. He hands him a thermometer, instructing Aksel to place it inside his cheek. He takes his blood pressure, his pulse and listens to his lungs. All the while, a string of questions.

“Have you been in contact with anyone infected? … Do you have any cuts, scrapes or wounds? … Is your skin discolored anywhere on your body? … Have you experienced any or all of these symptoms …?”

Another police car arrives, and the cops exchange words in the middle of the street. Onlookers are gathering on the sidewalk, but the cops make them leave, which Aksel is thankful for.

Belinda goes through the same examination, and then it’s Rosa’s turn.

When they ask her about cuts or wounds, she hesitates, then opens the blanket and lifts up her shirt.

There’s a brief moment of silence, as everyone looks at the marks on the girl’s lower back. It could be just his imagination, driven by fear, but it does seem to Aksel like the marks are larger and darker now.

It’s just how bruises work. They get darker for a few days, then they fade. Her skin isn’t green. It would be green if she was infected.

Still, he can’t quite convince himself. And the paramedics are obviously also very concerned, even though they do their best to act normal. They study the bruises closely, scrape the skin around them, and finish up the examination.

They close the doors to the ambulance, confer amongst themselves for a few minutes, also talking to the cops. Then one of them comes back to Aksel’s door, opening it just a crack.

“Okay, so far, it’s good news. None of you show any signs of infection …”

“Thank God,” Belinda breathes, smiling at Rosa. “See? I told you you were fine.”

“But we still need to wait for the blood culture.”

“How long will that take?” Belinda asks.

“Days,” Aksel mutters.

The paramedic nods. “It does take several hours. But we’ll make sure you’re kept under observation. So, please come out and follow me …” He steps aside, letting Aksel exit the ambulance. “You’ll be taken to the medical facility for observation.”

Aksel knows what “medical observation” means, and at that moment, he almost makes a run for it. He even sees the entire thing play out. Him, lunging out of the ambulance, pushing aside the paramedic, bolting down the street. He hears them shout for him to stop. They might even open fire. It’s not normally something the police would do, but in this situation, with everything that’s going on … who knows?

But he’s too exhausted to run. He’s been through hell already.

The cop comes over and asks him to place his hands behind his back. Aksel complies. He’s absolutely certain that he’ll be taken to some kind of detention. Again. And this time, he’s sure they’ll take security a lot more seriously.

Which means he might never get out again alive.
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“They’re … infected?” Marit repeats, visibly digesting what Ella just told her. “But how could—”

“It doesn’t matter how,” Ella cuts her off, picking up her sports bag, which—thankfully—she didn’t unpack. “The only thing that matters is getting out of the house and away from them. They’re not themselves, all right? They’re … delirious. Aggressive. They’re trying to attack us, because they don’t recognize us.”

Marit swallows, shakes her head, blinks repeatedly. “I don’t … I don’t understand …”

“You don’t need to,” Ella says, pulling her to her feet. “Just get dressed.”

Another groan from the other side of the door. This one a lot closer—close enough that Marit hears it, too. “Was that …?”

“Yes,” Ella says, picking up Marit’s trousers and flinging them at her. “Get dressed!”

Gunnar—at least Ella assumes it’s him, since Greta probably didn’t wake back up yet—reaches the door and bumps into it. Luckily, he doesn’t go for the handle. At least not right away. Apparently, he’s forgotten how doors work.

Ella spins around, looking for something, anything, to barricade the door with. It opens in, which means a chair or something similar to pin under the handle would do the trick. But Marit only has a desk chair on wheels, and it won’t work. Instead, Ella notices the shelf right next to the doorframe. It’s wall-mounted, sitting on metal brackets, and there’s an inch of space between the wall and the shelf itself. Meaning that something can be tied around the bracket.

“D-dad?” Marit asks, her voice shaky with beginning comprehension. “Is that you?”

“Don’t talk to him!” Ella snaps. “I told you, he can’t recognize you.”

As she’s talking, Ella goes to the desk, rips Marit’s charger from the socket, and brings it to the door. She wraps it around the shelf bracket, then around the door handle, forming a loop. It’s not easy to tie into a knot, but she does the best she can. Even through the door, she can smell Gunnar. Apparently, he senses her, too, because he begins groping more eagerly, growling, snarling and snapping his teeth.

Marit says something, but Ella filters it out, focusing on the cord.

That’s when Gunnar—probably by coincidence—presses down on the handle, and the door opens.

Ella gives off a cry and instinctively pushes back.

But something is stuck—Gunnar’s foot—and she can’t get the door closed all the way. He begins pressing from the other side, squeezing his hands through, and as he gropes for her, Ella has no choice: She lets go of the door and steps back.

Staring as the door swings open another couple of inches, she’s sure the cord will give way and Gunnar will come bursting into the room. She mentally prepares herself to face him.

But the cord holds. The door can only open six inches. It’s enough for him to reach both arms inside, but not to squeeze through. Instead, he presses his face into the opening, trying to edge his entire head through.

Marit begins screaming, and Ella can’t blame her. Her father is an awful sight. Besides his greenish complexion and pitch-black eyes, most of his face is smeared in blood, and his jaw, chin and neck are one big awful mess of exposed flesh, completely cut open, skin and tendons dangling like stringy mozzarella.

He pushes against the door in rhythmical thrusts, growling and snarling, his fingers clawing at them. With each push, the cord is stretched, and the knot that Ella managed to tie is put to the test. It seems to hold, at least for now.

Get moving.

Ella pries her eyes off of her uncle, turning to Marit, who’s still screaming her lungs out. She steps in front of her, blocking her view. Marit just keeps screaming, staring right through her, and Ella instinctively does what she’s seen in movies: She slaps Marit hard.

Her cousin gasps, blinks, and begins bawling. But at least she stops screaming.

“Sorry,” Ella tells her. “But we need to get going.”

She drags her crying cousin to the window. Marit keeps trying to look back, but Ella holds her firmly by the arm. “Don’t look at him,” she instructs her. “Pretend he’s not there.”

She knows it’s futile, of course. But to her surprise, Marit actually stops trying to turn around.

This frees up Ella’s hands, and she immediately opens the window. It’s divided in the middle by a vertical post, and only the right half can be opened. Luckily, though, it works like a door, swinging out into the cold morning air. Ella leans out and looks down. There’s a steep twelve-foot drop which ends abruptly at the frozen lawn. The jump can probably be done without breaking anything, but Ella doubts she can convince Marit of that. She turns her head and sees a downspout going right by the window.

Perfect.

“Marit?” she says, pulling back inside and grabbing her cousin by the shoulders, forcing her to look Ella in the eye. “We’re going to climb down now. You go first. Come on.”

Marit nods absently, and Ella helps her climb onto the sill. She feels Marit tense up and begin to resist as soon as she sees the drop.

“Don’t look down,” Ella instructs her. “Grab hold of the pipe.”

“I can’t … I can’t reach it,” Marit whimpers. “It’s too far away.”

A bump from behind. Ella darts a look back. Gunnar is really going at it, and the knot looks like it’ll give way any second.

Marit is still crouching on the windowsill. “I don’t think I can do it, Ella …”

“Go!” Ella shouts. “Now, Marit! Or it’ll be too la—”

The cord is untied, the door swings open, and Gunnar stumbles into the room. He immediately heads for them.

“Change of plans,” Ella hears herself say. Then she shoves Marit hard in the back.
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What am I doing here?

The question has been haunting her for hours. Ever since she got off the phone with Ella. Why hasn’t she called her back? Isn’t she safe? Did anything happen? Anne tried calling her several times, but got no answer. She should be up there in Mo. If ever Ella needed her around, now’s the time.

I should just up and leave. It’s a fifty-minute drive if I break the speed limit. I could take the patrol car, put on the flashers. That way, I wouldn’t get pulled over.

And yet, Anne finds herself bound by her duty. It’s crazy. But it’s how she was raised.

She has a feeling in her gut that this whole thing might spiral out of control. That it will do so despite their best efforts. It’s simply spreading too fast. The virus is too aggressive. They’ve never faced anything like this before. Covid seems like nothing compared to this. Not only is the incubation time much shorter, it’s also a much, much worse disease. The infected look more than sick. They look …

Diseased.

The word keeps flickering through her mind as she watches the footage on the screen mounted on the wall. The cantina smells like coffee and cleaning products. The sandwich she bought from the vending machine is still lying untouched in the cellophane wrapping in front of her.

As a society—scratch that, as mankind—this is perhaps the worst challenge they’ll ever face. The bubonic plague, the Spanish Flu, smallpox, even HIV … none of those will compare to this if it escapes the nation’s borders. Which, for every passing minute, Anne feels still more certain that it will—if it hasn’t already. Who knows if someone has crossed the border to Sweden? Someone hiding in the trunk of a car? Or worse, someone with only a mild fever boarding a plane to a destination in Central Europe, maybe someone sneaking aboard a ship headed for England?

Anne willfully shoves aside the gloomy thoughts. There’s still hope. Still a chance of stopping it. She needs to believe that.

Even though what’s going on in the news seems to contradict it. The television is showing images from Torik. They go back and forth from the studio to the reporters in the streets. All of them have serious expressions and keep using words like “disaster,” “fatality,” “panic” and even “mayhem.”

Anne tries not to listen. But she can’t help it. She also can’t help but recall her daughter’s voice.

“Gunnar was infected. He’s dead.”

She can’t believe her brother is gone. Poor Gunnar. They grew up together, and although they weren’t very close anymore, Anne finds that some deep feelings of grief are settling into the pit of her stomach, right next to the fear she feels for her daughter’s safety.

Gunnar was a tough guy, no doubt about it. And yet all it took was a tiny wound. Anne holds no illusions that this thing can be kicked. If Gunnar couldn’t, no one can. She even doubts they’ll ever find a vaccine or something else to promote immunity. The only course of action for now is to stem the flood. Contain the infected, keep them separated from the rest of society. And that’s pretty much all they’ve been doing. And so far, they’re failing. Miserably.

First Torik. The hospital is all but lost. No one can still be alive up there. Judging from the media coverage, it even seems like they’re not that concerned about keeping up the perimeter around the building. Because now the city is falling, too.

Then Mo. Gunnar was responsible for that. Anne gets how he probably felt confident he could cure himself. Still, what he did is unforgivable. Abandoning his post. Exposing others to danger—his own family—and spreading the infection way beyond the initial ground zero.

Simultaneously, it reached Trondheim, where Anne is. One of the quarantined people in Torik unwittingly brought an infected person along with them in the back of the ambulance that Anne herself apprehended. Another stupid act of—

Her phone buzzes on the table, and she realizes she was nodding off, as the sound almost makes her fall from the chair. She grabs it.

It’s not Ella. It’s a service number. She answers the call. “Nilsen?”

“Anne, it’s Bo. I need you to stay put.”

She has gotten to her feet, already striding for the door. Now she stops, frowning. “Say that again?”

“I know. It’s bad down here. We’re trying, but …” Her superior pauses briefly, and she can hear shouts in the background. “Even our own people are getting infected, for Christ’s sake. You’d think they’d give us some proper goddamn equipment, wouldn’t you? But they sent it all up north, and now we’re left to clean up this mess that no one expected would ever reach us.”

“But ... hold on, Bo.” She grabs the remote from the table and kills the sound of the television. It was set way higher than she was aware of. The silence is deafening. “You’ve still got the street, right?”

Bo scoffs, which isn’t a good sign. She’s never heard her usually levelheaded boss sound like this. “Forget Odin’s Street, Nilsen. We couldn’t even keep the quarter. For every new incident, we need to pull back, and we’re leaving people inside, healthy people, some of them ours, goddamnit … And the circle is growing exponentially. That’s why I’m calling you …”

Anne is staring at the fridge door, absently reading a handwritten note someone put up: In queso emergency … pray to cheesus. Suddenly, with the television muted, she can hear noises in the background, and not all of them are coming through the phone. She turns to look at the windows. They’re sitting too high for her to see anything but blue skies. A car honks. Someone screams. A banging sound, maybe from a door being slammed. And closer by, more subtly, she can hear low growling, which could be an angry dog warning anyone not to come near it. Except she knows the sound is coming from a human. She heard it before.

Jesus … I was just sitting here, while it’s spiraling outside …

“It’ll reach your position soon,” Bo goes on in her ear. “I’ll need you to take charge. I pulled Botten, and Thune was on his way to you when she got redirected here. So you’re it, Nilsen. Keep whoever is there with you—don’t send anyone else out to get in trouble. We don’t want—”

“No one’s here,” Anne hears herself say. “I’m the only one.”

“Well … that’s good. You don’t need to worry, then. Just make sure you’re safe. You’ve got provisions, right?”

“There’s food here, yeah. For a few weeks at least.”

“Good. I don’t think it’ll be that long, but help could take a while to reach you. Tell you the truth, I think they’ll end up clearing the area with a lot more forceful measures. But you never heard me say that.”

In a flash of vision, Anne sees jagers overhead, dropping cans of gas. Infantry driving through the streets in combat vehicles, spraying bullets at anything that moves. Drones landing with precision bombs.

“Christ,” she whispers. “All right. Thanks for the heads-up, Bo.”

“Hunker down, Nilsen. Wait it out. Don’t do anything stupid.”

“I won’t. Any news from Mo?”

“Not that I’ve heard, no. Sorry, Nilsen. I know your daughter is up there, and—” Someone shouts in the background, and Bo hisses: “Shit!” then ends the call abruptly.

Anne is left to stare at the phone in her hand. Her heart is pounding away in her chest.

The thought of being trapped here, alone, for weeks, is even worse than the thought of fighting in the streets. At least out there she could act. In here, she can only sit on her ass and hope. And what’s worse: She won’t be able to get to Ella.

I’m going, she thinks, slipping the phone into her pocket. I’m coming, Ella.
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She hears Marit scream as she falls. Then the sound is cut off by a thud.

Ella doesn’t waste time checking if her cousin is okay. Instead, she grabs the desk chair and sends it rolling right at Gunnar. He must see it coming, but he doesn’t seem to care. Walking right into it, he does exactly what Ella hoped: He falls over.

This wins Ella the few seconds she needs to climb up onto the windowsill. She can hear Marit complain down by the lawn, and as she looks down, she expects to see her, sitting there. But Marit is crawling away, headed for the far end of the yard. This confuses Ella—until Marit darts a look back. Following her gaze, Ella sees the reason why Marit is busy getting away: Greta comes around the corner of the house.

How did she get out?

Ella doesn’t have time to ponder the question, as she picks up on a sound from behind. Gunnar is back up, and half a second before he can grab her, Ella jumps out.

She’s done gymnastics at after school, and she knows how to land properly. Yet this is by far the highest drop she’s ever done—and it’s not a mattress waiting for her, but solid, frozen ground.

She breaks the fall as best she can, collapsing and rolling. The impact is still hard enough to send jolts of pain up through her legs. But nothing breaks or dislocates, which is all she was hoping for. Jumping back up, her knees and shins hurt, but she can walk. And that’s lucky, because Greta is coming.

Seeing her aunt’s ink-black eyes and green face is awful beyond imagination—amplified by the fact that she was looking at her just minutes ago, when she was fine, normal-colored and alive. Now, she’s drooling, hissing and reaching out her hands, eager to grab Ella and eat her flesh.

Except she isn't looking at Ella. Even though she's a lot closer, and standing completely exposed, Greta doesn't seem to notice her. She's headed for Marit instead.

Ella moves away from the house, in the direction that Marit took. Seconds later, Gunnar comes plummeting from the window. He lands like a ragdoll, arms and legs flailing, and something audibly breaks. Ella feels sick to her stomach, but she can’t help but look at Gunnar one last time. She expects—hopes—that the fall killed him. On the contrary, her uncle doesn’t even seem phased by it. He just meticulously begins getting back to his feet. His hip seems to be dislocated, and one leg is turned almost all the way around, making it hard for him to keep his balance. Still, he limps on, headed for Ella, racing his dead wife to get at the meal first.

Ella turns and runs after Marit, who’s by now reached the fence separating the lawn from the neighbor’s. It’s made of vertical planks, and there’s a thick hedge right on the other side. Looking to both sides, Ella sees no ways around or through the fence—the only way is up. Unless they want to turn back, which by now has become risky, since Greta and Gunnar are coming for them, cornering them.

“Ow, my foot,” Marit wails as she tries to stand. “I think it’s broken … it hurt so badly, I can’t—”

“We don’t have time,” Ella cuts her off. “Here, use your good foot.” She folds her hands in a classic boost offer. Apparently, however, Marit never climbed trees with other kids, because she stares at Ella’s hands like she has no idea what it means. “Step up into my hands!” Ella shouts. “Quickly!”

Marit finally catches on, lifts her unhurt leg, giving off another whine of pain as she places her weight on the bad leg. Ella catches her foot. Marit grabs hold of her shoulders, then catches the edge of fence. Ella hoists her cousin up as high as she can, prompting her to climb over. It’s enough to cause Marit to topple over, and Ella hears her land in the hedge with a shriek, the naked, frozen branches cracking like chips.

Ella doesn’t look back—she doesn’t need to, she can hear and sense Gunnar and Greta being very close now—she just jumps and grabs the fence.

Ella could never do an unsupported pull-up on the bar at gymnastics. But apparently, the threat of being eaten alive is all the motivation her muscles need. Kicking against the planks, she pulls herself up with little effort, then swings one leg over to place herself astride the fence.

Marit is hanging in the hedge, her nightclothes caught on the branches. She’s crying and yelling, fighting to get free.

Ella doesn’t get any time to plan her own landing, because Gunnar is only three steps away, reaching for her leg. So, she throws herself over, crashing into the branches. Covering her face, she winces as the skin on her arms and legs take the worst of it. She rolls clumsily onto the ground, jumping to her feet.

Marit manages to pull herself free, and Ella grabs her arm. Gunnar is tall enough that he can reach the top of the fence, and apparently dying hasn’t limited his upper-body strength, because he pulls himself up with little difficulty, crashing head-first into the hedge.

“Come on!” Ella says, hearing herself gasping for breath.

Marit follows willingly, and the girls run across the lawn.

It’s only now Ella realizes that the house next door isn’t a usual residence. It looks more like a public building, a library or something. There are a lot of windows, most of them dark, and out front is a parking lot with a few cars in it.

“What is this place?” Ella asks, stopping briefly to consider which way to take.

“It’s an … old folk’s home,” Marit says, looking back. “Oh no, he’s coming, Ella!”

“I know. Keep moving.” She makes a snap decision. Marit can’t run, so they need to get inside. She pulls her cousin around the back of the building, hoping to find a door. And they do. In fact, on this side of the building, there’s an entire row of glass doors, as every room has their own little terrace.

Even though Christmas was weeks ago, a lot of the windows still have lights and decorations. The third room has the regular lights on, and the curtains aren’t drawn, so Ella can see an old lady sitting in an armchair, knitting. She’s probably suffering from insomnia, or maybe she’s just one of those old folks who gets up very early in the morning for no good reason. Either way, Ella is relieved to see someone awake.

A movement from the side makes Ella spin around, and Marit gives a shriek of surprise. It’s only a robotic lawn mower, though, making its way slowly across the grass. Why they would have it running in the dead of winter, Ella doesn’t know, and she doesn’t care, either.

Pulling Marit to the terrace door, she’s aware that they’re basically boxing themselves in, since the terrace is closed off on both sides by wooden trellises with roses growing on them. But they must have gained at least half a minute’s lead on Gunnar, and it should be plenty for the old lady to let them inside.

She resists the urge to bang away at the glass—wouldn’t do any good to scare the old lady into a heart attack—and instead taps it gently. The lady looks up from her knitwear, squinting at them. Ella isn’t sure how visible they are due to the darkness. She waves. “Hello! Could you please open the door? We—”

“Help!” Marit cuts her off, grabbing the handle and pulling it. “Let us in! He’s going to kill us!”

“Shut up,” Ella hisses, pushing Marit back. “Goddamnit, she’ll never let us in if you scare her …”

Turning back to the door, Ella sees the old lady getting to her feet. She stands there for a moment, looking uncertain what to do.

Ella puts on the calmest demeanor she can manage. “Please. We need shelter, ma’am. Could you please open the door?”

She purposefully doesn’t mention anything about “virus” or “infection,” since that would be a surefire way for the old lady not to open. And she’s never once in her life addressed anyone “ma’am” or “sir”—that’s simply not custom in Norway—but it came out instinctively.

A grunt from the lawn.

Fuck, he’s fast …

“He’s coming!” Marit whimpers, looking like she’s about to bolt.

Ella grabs her wrist and stares in at the old lady. “Please, open the door before it’s too late!”

The old lady finally makes up her mind. She shuffles to the door, clicks the lock, and swings open the door. A gush of warm, stuffy air rolls out at them.

“What’s going on?” the lady croaks, frowning at them. She doesn’t immediately step aside, and Ella can tell it’s still not an open invitation for them to come inside. “Someone’s trying to hurt you?”

“Yes!” Ella says, nodding empathically, resisting the urge to push the old lady back. “Please let us in, so—”

Marit screams.

Ella turns around to see Gunnar come into view, shambling around the trellis, immediately honing in on them.

She hears the old lady gasp, and then Marit pushes past Ella, elbowing her in the neck as she does so. Ella is momentarily pushed off balance, and as she turns for the door, the old lady slams it in her face, clicking the lock back in place.

Ella stares through the glass at Marit and the lady, and she realizes to her horror that she made a terrible mistake. That she should have muscled her way inside the second the lady opened the door.

Now, she’s trapped like a rat.
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They may call it observation, but to Aksel, it’s pretty clearly detention.

The door is locked, the windows can’t be opened, and some guy in a hazmat suit is sitting right outside. All that’s missing is the bars.

They’re even kept in separate rooms, with Rosa in the one next to Aksel’s, and Belinda across from them.

It looks like a mixture of a hotel room and a prison. Aksel has never been in jail or even detention, but he knows what they look like from television. There’s a bed with a blanket, a bookcase, a desk with a chair, and a television mounted high on the wall. There’s also a tiny bathroom, but no lock on the door.

“Aksel?” Rosa’s voice is muffled through the wall. “Can you hear me?”

“I can,” he tells her, sitting down on the bed and facing the wall. “How are you doing?”

“I’m fine, I think.”

“Feeling hot?”

“No, not particularly.”

“That’s good.” Aksel checks the clock over the door. They’ve been here for close to five hours now. She should at the very least be spiking a fever now. “I’m sure you’ll be fine,” he tells her.

“I sure hope so,” the girl says. “Can you hear them outside?”

Aksel can. The windows are sitting too high for him to see the street, but the sounds are unmistakable, and they’ve been growing louder ever since they got here. Cars honking. People shouting. Sirens wailing. Even what sounds like a gun going off now and then.

“Don’t worry about it,” he says. “I’m sure they’ll get it under control.”

“I don’t think they will,” the girl says evenly. “I think this might be the end of the world. Don’t you?”

She asks him in that peculiar off-hand manner that he’s slowly getting used to. Still, he can’t help but laugh at the way she just puts it out there. The thing they’re all afraid of, but no one wants to say out loud.

“What’s funny?” Rosa asks innocently.

“Nothing, sorry. It’s just … yes, I think this has the potential to become the end of the world. But it doesn’t have to.”

Shit, you sound like a school teacher now. No, worse … like a parent.

“If the police can’t stop it, then who will?” Rosa asks.

“The military,” Aksel says. “I’m sure they’re already getting involved. And we’re members of NATO, right? If it comes to that, and this turns into an international crisis, I’m sure the other nations will help us.”

“I hope so,” Rosa says. “When do you think the doctor will be back?”

“As soon as they have the test results, I guess.”

“I’m not so sure. I think they might have left.”

Aksel frowns. “What makes you say that?”

“Can’t you hear it? How quiet it is?”

Aksel listens for a moment. And as he does, he gradually realizes that she’s right. He’s been so focused on the sounds from outside, that he hasn’t even noticed how silent the building has become. There are no footsteps in the hallway. No doors opening or closing. No buzz of voices. Even the radio that was playing somewhere has stopped.

“You’re right,” he mutters, not sure if Rosa hears him.

“And the guard left too,” she goes on.

“What?” Aksel gets up and strides to the door. There’s a square window right at face-height. He presses his cheek against it to see the chair where the guard was sitting. It’s now empty, save for a coffee cup. He turns back to the wall facing Rosa’s room. “Did you see him leave? When was that?”

“I think it was half an hour ago, maybe.”

Are they … are they evacuating? Are they fucking leaving us here?

“Rosa?” Belinda’s voice.

He looks out the window in the door again, and he sees the top of her face peering out from the opposite door. She waves at him. “Aksel! Are you okay?”

“We’re both fine,” he tells her.

He hears Rosa drag what he assumes is her chair across the room. A moment later, he sees relief in Belinda’s eyes as she apparently sees her daughter’s face. “How are you holding up, sweetie?”

Before Rosa can answer, someone suddenly steps into view. It happens so abruptly, Aksel recoils and almost falls on his ass. The face is so hideous, the black eyes full of death, and it’s all he can do not to scream. The zombie—a woman in what looks like a doctor’s coat—has had a huge chunk of hair torn off along with the skin of her scalp, so she’s practically bald on one side, the white, bony dome of her cranium visible in the bloody mess.

“Jesus fucking Christ,” Aksel gasps as she begins going at the door, snapping at the window. He swallows to try and get his heart back down from his throat.

Belinda screams.

“What is it?” Rosa calls. “Mom, are you okay?”

“It’s fine!” Aksel shouts. “Calm down, Belinda! Rosa, your mom is safe! It’s just a … dead woman by my door. But she can’t get in. We’re all fine!”

Belinda forces herself to stop screaming, instead breathing fast. “Oh, God … they’re inside! Rosa, don’t open the door!”

“She can’t!” Aksel shouts, hoping they can hear him over the grunts and moans of the doctor. “They’re locked from the outside, remember? Just stay calm, and we’ll …” He stops talking as the zombie woman suddenly ceases attacking the door. Instead, she turns her head to the side, snarls and disappears out of sight.

Someone gives off a scream farther down the hallway. Running footsteps. A door slams. Something tips over.

Aksel steps up to the door to look out again. He can’t see the zombie woman. Seems like she left the hallway through one of the doors.

Hope who was there got away.

“Oh, Jesus,” Belinda cries. “What’ll happen to us? Why aren’t they coming to let us out?”

Aksel shakes his head. “I’m not sure anyone’s left,” he mutters.

“What?” Belinda asks.

“I said, I think we might be on our own …”

“But … we’ll starve to death!”

“It doesn’t have to come to that. We need to stay calm. There’s gotta be a way for us to get out of here. Let me … let me just think.”

He begins pacing back and forth, going over their options. Turns out, there really aren’t that many. The walls are brick, the ceiling is way too high up to reach, and the floor is tiles. There are no grates or air ducts big enough to climb through. So, it comes down to the windows or the doors. The former looks too narrow to squeeze through, even for Rosa, which leaves them only with one option: the door.

So, I either pick the lock or break it down.

The door is solid. He noticed it when he came through it. It’ll take forever to punch a hole in it, even if he had a sledgehammer, which he doesn’t. Picking the lock will be all but impossible. First off, he has never done so, and secondly, he has nothing small enough to fit in the tiny hole.

There is one last possibility, and it may be their only shot.

“I think I got it,” he says out loud, stepping back over to the door. He taps the window. Like he expected, it’s not glass, but some sort of hardened plastic. “How we’re getting out of here.”

“How?” Belinda demands, hope in her voice.

“I’ll punch open the window in my door, then use something to reach the lock on the outside.”

“But—”

“It won’t be easy, but it’s the only thing I can think of.”

“But, Aksel …”

“What?” He looks across the hallway to see Belinda’s face in the window.

“It’s not a regular lock. I think … I think they used key cards.”

Aksel looks down at the lock on Belinda’s door, and he sees that she’s right. There’s no keyhole, only a tiny metal box. “Fuck …”

“Does that mean we can’t get out?” Rosa asks.

“No,” Aksel says, feeling his hope dwindle. “No, it just means I need to think some more …”
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Digging his hands deep into the pockets of his puffer, Hagos braces himself for the cold morning air as he stops briefly in front of the automated doors. Just looking out at the frost-glittering parking lot, he shivers.

I’ll never get used to the climate around here.

Having spent the first twenty years of his life in his native country only a hundred miles from the equator, coming to Norway was a shock to say the least. The culture is very different too. And the people. It seems like everyone is tall, blond and pale. He often feels like a cue ball among snowflakes.

Luckily, though, in the eighteen months he’s been here so far, he’s encountered very little racism. In fact, Norwegians generally seem open-minded to foreigners. The only exception is perhaps older folks—which just makes it all the more ironic that the municipality sent him to work here, at Mo Senior Care.

But the residents here have taken to Hagos. Or at least accepted him. That is, those of them who can actually remember him from day to day.

It was tough to begin with, but once they learned that Hagos always acts friendly, professionally, and perhaps more importantly, is able to talk almost fluent Norwegian, the suspicious looks and mumbled remarks went away. It made him glad that he’d made such an effort to learn the language from the moment he landed here. It had been an easy decision, really. He wanted badly to integrate himself. There was nothing back in his country for him, except war, atrocities and very likely death.

Just like Abeba. God rest her soul.

Hagos doesn’t want to think of his sister, so he does what he always does when the memories begin to intrude: He shoves them back down.

Realizing he’s fallen into a stupor in front of the glass doors, he looks at his own reflection. Only his eyes are visible under the thick hood. He reminds himself of Kenny from South Park. Except that his jacket is green, and the skin around his eyes is black.

He takes a deep breath, knowing that the coldness will pounce on him the moment he steps outside. He always tries to remind himself to be grateful that being cold is the worst of his problems now.

And today of all days, he should be extra thankful. Whenever he had the chance during the night, he checked the news on his phone to follow the situation up north. Those people up there, the ones who were still trapped in the hospital, fighting for their lives against some terrible contagion, they really had reason to—

Hagos blinks as a woman comes into view. She’s walking across the parking lot, and something about her movements immediately seems off to Hagos. What’s really shocking, however, is the fact that she’s only wearing what looks like nightclothes.

Hagos has often been struck by how carelessly some of the natives will dress, even when temperatures are extremely low. Especially young people. More than once, he’s seen them in only thin sweaters when it’s snowing. It’s inexplicable to him. They must simply have warmer blood running through their systems, keeping them warm from the inside.

But what this woman is doing is insane, even by Norwegian standards, and all Hagos can do at first is stare as she heads for the street.

From the opposite side comes what Hagos takes to be a man—it’s hard to tell, because the person is wearing a thick woolen scarf and ditto beanie. He’s short, heavyset and walking an almost-as-fat Dachshund on a leash. The woman seems to be headed for them.

The dog notices the woman first, and it immediately raises its hackles and begins barking shrilly.

The man slows down at the sight of the woman and apparently asks her something. He seems to have much the same reaction as Hagos to seeing the woman with barely any clothes on: that something must be wrong.

The only thing Hagos can think of is that either the woman has been in some kind of accident, or she’s delusional. Working in elder care, Hagos has dealt with people with dementia and the like several times, but this woman seems way too young, and her movements are strangely jerky, as though propelled by random electrical impulses that she can’t fully control—not at all something you usually see in dementia patients. In fact, it reminds Hagos of something else. Something he’s seen on the news.

Could that really be …?

As the woman approaches the man now standing still on the sidewalk, she comes into the light of one of the posts, and Hagos can suddenly tell she’s hurt—badly. Her neck and upper chest are all torn open, and blood has seeped down her torso, soaking the dress. He can’t see her face, but he can see the man’s face, and it’s painted with shock and horror.

The dog is still barking, and now it’s pulled its tail between its legs and is hiding behind its owner’s feet. This causes the man to get entangled in the leash as he staggers backwards, obviously wanting to get away from the approaching woman. He stumbles, falls, and lands hard on his ass. He drops the leash, and the dog bolts down the street, whimpering. The man struggles to get back up, but he’s very slow, and the woman is only a few steps away.

Hagos was always good at thinking and acting fast in situations of danger—something he’s gotten plenty of practice in already from a way too young age—and it takes his brain only seconds to conclude that the woman is in fact intent on hurting the man.

So, he steps through the doors, ignoring the cold air, and runs to help.


6



First order of business is getting her gun.

Why she was stupid enough to follow protocol and lock her service weapon in the locker room is beyond her. Probably because at the time she still thought the situation was under control.

Striding through the building, she reaches the back hallway and turns right. She’s internally planning her escape route—get the gun, leave building on the south side, get to vehicle parked one block over, exit town via the smaller roads—which is probably why she walks right past the open fire doors.

It’s the cold draft that makes her stop dead in her tracks.

She turns and stares out at the empty lot behind the building. The view is cut off by a wooden fence and a couple of dumpsters. A plastic bag tumbles by. Then, from the other side, comes a teenage boy. His lower belly is open like a fanny pack, his intestines dangling out like spaghetti. His black eyes land on Anne. He reaches out his arms and heads for the doors.

Anne shrieks and does the same. She reaches the double doors half a second before the boy and slams them in his face. Pushing against them with her shoulder, she fumbles for the lock, then realizes it’s one of those sliding things that go into the ceiling. She reaches up, snaps it into place, then steps back, ready to run if the doors don’t hold.

They hold just fine. Even though the boy goes at them pretty fiercely, there’s no chance of him breaking them down.

Anne stands there for a moment, panting, feeling her heart pound away above her collarbone.

Who the hell left the doors wide open?

Someone in a rush to get away, obviously. But it means the building is compromised. She turns and looks down the hallway. Filtering out the sounds from the boy, she listens for any noises coming from within the building. She can’t hear anything.

Perhaps I was lucky and no one got in.

Just as she begins walking again, she feels the bottom of her right shoe land in something sticky. She looks down to see a trail of blood. There are also traces of at least two sets of shoes that have stepped in the blood. They disappear in different directions. She has no way of knowing whether they were left by infected people or not.

Need to be very careful.

She presses on, senses alert, ready to run at any moment. She avoids stepping in more of the blood, and she does her best to make sure she moves quietly.

Reaching a place where the hallway splits in two, she needs to make a left turn, and then the locker room will be within sight. But she’s suddenly aware of a sound that’s very unsettling. It’s pretty clearly someone eating—she can make out clacks from teeth, chewing and slurping. In any other situation, she would have assumed the sound was from a kid eating a big slice of watermelon and making a mess of it. Right now, however, she’s pretty sure what she hears comes from something much less benign.

It’s hard to tell which direction the sounds are coming from, so she keeps in the middle of the hallway as she slips carefully forward, turning her head back and forth, trying to look both ways at once.

The sounds are coming from the right. She can’t immediately see the person producing them. A few yards down is an open door, and a pair of legs are sticking out—one of them missing a shoe. The legs jerk and move slightly, and at first Anne takes it to mean the person is still alive and conscious. But as she looks closer, she can tell the movements are aligned with the noises, and she connects the dots: Someone is eating away at the upper half of the poor bastard.

Goddamnit, Anne thinks, breathing hard through her nose to keep the dread and nausea away. It proves a mistake, though, because it brings in the smell of blood and raw flesh. What kind of disease is this? What type of virus turns people into man-eaters?

It sounded like science fiction from the moment she learned about what was happening up at Torik. And now, as she’s witnessing it firsthand, it doesn’t feel much more real—except it is. She used to watch a lot of documentaries of wildlife, animals and nature, and she recalls one about parasites and how they can do absolutely incredible things to their hosts after hijacking their nervous system. Like the one that would infect ants, then control them into climbing straws of grass so they could reach the underbelly of sheep, which was where the parasite really wanted to live. The poor ants were just a temporary vehicle.

Impressive. And there was a purpose. The parasite had to get from the ground to the woolly environment of the sheep.

What is this illness all about? What does it want? Why are the infected drawn to attacking, killing and eating away at the living?

Anne is a firm believer in cause and effect. She believes that everything in nature makes sense, even when the reasons aren’t readily apparent.

But this ... it strikes her as something beyond what’s natural. Beyond reason, even. It seems like pure evil.

Anne can’t help but shiver.

Get moving.

She turns left, heading for the locker room. She reaches the door and grabs the handle. It doesn’t budge.

Shit, I forgot …

Because of the firearms, they had to lock the room. They were all given a key card, and as Anne’s hand goes to her pocket, she finds it’s still there.

Thank God!

She pulls it out and drops it. It lands with a clatter between her feet. To Anne, it sounds like gunshots.

She looks towards the door with the legs. They’re still there. Whoever is having a feast doesn’t seem to have picked up on the noise. Or they simply don’t care. Or maybe—

“Help me …”

Anne spins around at the hoarse voice from behind. She expects to see someone there, but the hallway is empty, save for a roller table with some kind of equipment on it. It’s parked against the opposite wall, and Anne didn’t pay any attention to it. Until now. A man is sitting behind it, resting against the wall. He’s pale, sweating, and he’s clutching his bicep. He can’t quite stop the blood, and a pool of it has formed around him. Judging by his color, he’s not got a whole lot left of it in his body.

“I need … help …” he croaks.

He fights to keep his eyes open, his head lolling back and forth.

“I don’t … I don’t have anything to stop the bleeding,” Anne tells him in a low voice. She’s pretty sure the guy won’t survive, and even if he does, he’s infected. It’s clear that the wound on his arm was made by teeth, seeing how the fabric is shredded. Looking closer, she notices several bloody scratches on his neck and hands. His skin is already starting to turn green.

“Please,” he says, his voice breaking. “I have a wife … I don’t want to die …”

Anne feels the knot in her stomach tighten even further. Empathy wants her to try and save the guy. But logic tells her not to. She could pull off her belt. She could compress the wound. She could tell him it’ll be all right. She could even carry him to safety.

But Anne was never one to let emotions rule. And she’s not going to now.

“What’s your name?” she tells him.

The guy just keeps pleading for help.

“What’s your name?” she asks a little louder. “Your full name?”

He blinks and looks at her like he just noticed her. “Bjørn … Svendson.”

“Bjørn, I’ll find your wife and let her know you died thinking of her. I’m sorry, but I have to go.”

His expression goes from confusion back to agony, and he reaches out his good hand. “No, don’t leave me!” He leans forward, loses balance, and slumps to the floor, facedown. He doesn’t get back up. Anne can’t tell whether he’s still breathing.

She picks up the key card, checks one last time in both directions—the feast is still going on—and then she lets herself into the locker room.
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“ Hey!” Hagos shouts. “Don’t touch him!”

He realizes he’s talking Bantu, which he only ever does in his thoughts and when he’s on the phone with some of his friends from his home country.

It doesn’t matter now, though. All he wants is to catch the woman’s attention. To distract her. To buy the man a few seconds to get on his feet.

But either the woman is deaf, or she’s too focused on whatever she’s about to do, because she doesn’t even flinch at Hagos’s voice. Instead, she throws herself on top of the man, who just managed to get up onto one knee, and, shrieking, he shields his face with both arms.

The woman pushes him back down, latching on to his side like a furious dog, thrashing and frothing, tearing the jacket to shreds. She turns her head just enough that Hagos catches sight of her eyes, and it finally drops into place for him.

He has no idea how it’s possible. But he knows without a shadow of a doubt that this woman is ill with the Torik virus. And that she’s extremely dangerous.

I can’t let her touch me.

Still, he instinctively keeps moving forward. The poor guy can still be saved, because so far, the woman has only eaten away at his jacket—the white, puffy stuff that was inside is spilling out, and the woman shakes her head to get it out of her teeth. The guy tries to defend himself by swatting away at her, but due to his thick mittens, the blows are way too soft to cause her more than slight annoyance, and she instead catches the left mitten and begins gnawing away at it.

That’s when Hagos reaches them. He places the sole of his boot on the woman’s shoulder and kicks hard. She rolls onto her side, pulling off the man’s mitten. Hagos bends, grabs the guy by the collar and pulls him away. The man obviously hasn’t seen Hagos coming, and seems convinced that it’s another infected person dragging him along. He keeps shrieking and flails his arms, trying to slap Hagos.

“It’s okay,” he groans in Norwegian. “I’m helping you.”

The man stops fighting, and Hagos stops dragging him. They’ve managed to create a little distance to the woman, but she’s now stopped chewing the mitten and has gotten back up to her feet. Hagos pulls the man up—at least he tries to. The guy is so heavy, it takes him several seconds to get up. He stares at his torn jacket, his eyes big, terrified and dazed. “What …? I don’t … Why would she …?”

“Get inside!” Hagos instructs him, shoving him towards the glass doors.

The man staggers along clumsily, almost reluctantly. Having been in life-or-death situations before, Hagos finds himself not surprised at all that the man seems to act as though he doesn’t want to be saved.

There are basically two kinds of people. Those who do well under pressure, and those who don’t. Hagos knew already that he himself belonged to the first group. He also knows that most other people fall into the second. And that they will do all kinds of irrational things, simply because their brains aren’t operating properly.

“Keep walking!” Hagos demands, pushing the man as he tries again to turn around. Hagos doesn’t want him to look back and see the woman pursuing them, as that could cause him to flip out or shut down completely.

The glass doors open and let them inside. As soon as they’re both through, Hagos steps to the right and looks at the panel on the wall. There’s an emergency button, but he’s pretty sure that will permanently open the doors, which is the opposite of what he wants. There’s a lock function, but that requires a key.

“Damnit,” he mutters, as the doors—which were just closing—now open again for the woman.

There’s nothing I can do to keep her out, he realizes, running to the man, who’s shambling across the entrance hall, looking like he just dropped from the moon.

Hagos quickly runs over his options. He has a mental schematic of the building in his mind; it’s basically a horseshoe with two wings, and right now, he’s in the middle. He can go north or south, left or right. There are only two other staffers at work right now, one of them Louisa, the manager. She’s probably in the faculty lounge, because the morning rounds haven’t started yet. The lounge is in the north wing.

Hearing the woman enter the hall, dragging her feet, moaning and groaning, the man turns around, and this time, he sees her. He gasps and is about to shout, when Hagos grabs his upper arm and yanks him along.

They jog down the north hallway, heading for the lounge, when the door to apartment 24 suddenly flies open. Hagos jumps aside, halfway expecting an infected person to come stumbling out. Instead, it’s a young girl with red hair, not much more than fifteen—certainly too young to be a resident here. She’s obviously been through an ordeal, because she has a lot of scratches, and she’s only wearing nightclothes. Her eyes are red from crying, and as they land on Hagos, he sees how desperate the girl is.

“Help!” she yelps. “Please, we need help in here!”

Hagos automatically draws back as the girl reaches for him. “Are you infected?” he asks.

She looks confused, then shakes her head. She glances down herself. “No, this … this isn’t from … it’s from the hedge … we climbed over the—” The girl interrupts herself as she looks past Hagos and sees the woman. She shrieks, turns and runs back into the apartment.

Hagos is a natural servant. He reacts instinctively whenever someone needs help. It’s not always the best option. But it’s how he’s wired. Growing up in a dog-eat-dog society with only his nearest family to trust, he learned from a very young age that if people don’t help others in need, everyone will soon suffer the consequences.

So he makes a snap decision. He follows the girl.
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It’s only as she steps into the locker room that she realizes someone could very well be in here. Perhaps even someone infected.

“Hello?” she asks, closing the door gently behind her. She doesn’t worry about announcing her presence. It seems preferable to walking in and surprising someone who might be armed and scared. “I’m a police officer. Anyone in here?”

Her voice reverberates between the tiled walls and the metal cabinets. There’s a shower section around the corner that she can’t see from here. The locker room seems quiet and has no alarming smells—no fever, no blood, only shampoo and aftershave.

“I’m stepping inside now,” Anne announces. “I’m not armed, and I’m not infected.”

She takes a few steps forward, which allows her to see down the rows of cabinets. A lot of clothes are left on the benches and the hangers, but she can’t see any persons. To be sure, she crouches and looks under the cabinets. They’re raised a foot above the floor on thin legs, and she can see the entire room this way. No feet in sight. The only place left to check is the showers.

Anne slips around the cabinets and peeks into the shower section. It’s empty. But by the wall is a chair which is obviously out of place. Anne looks up and sees one of the narrow windows. It’s open all the way.

Someone made a clean getaway. Good for them.

Outside, on the street, she can hear the chaos still going on—even worse now. There’s a lot of shuffling feet nearby. Meaning the window is probably not a good way to escape the building.

Anne goes back and locates her locker. She dials the combination—Ella’s birthday, the passcode she always uses for something like this—and opens it. She’s relieved to find her gun hanging in its holster. She puts it on, and she immediately feels better.

She strides back towards the door to the hallway, reminding herself to be careful, because the guy out there—Bjørn Svendson—might already be—

Anne freezes at the sight of the woman.

She’s sitting on the bench, both legs pulled up against her chest, a jacket pulled over her. Her head is leaned back, her mouth open, her eyes closed, her skin color unmistakably green. She’s relatively unscathed, save for three, nasty slices running down the side of her neck. The nails that grazed her didn’t cut open her jugular, since only a little blood has dripped from the wounds, but they obviously did allow the infection to enter the woman’s system and kill her. And now—

Before Anne can think or do anything, the woman tilts her head forward and opens her eyes. The black cue balls immediately fix on Anne—she suspects she’ll never get used to the feeling of being stared at by those dead eyes; it’s like being pinned down by a predator—no, worse, a demon—and she lets out a hungry groan. Clumsily, she stands up from the bench and comes for Anne.

Anne finds herself backing up, and her hand automatically goes to the gun.

As her back meets the wall, she raises the firearm and takes aim at the woman’s chest.

Anne never fired her gun in active service before. In fact, she never fired it once since she learned how to do so on the gun range over ten years ago. As officers of the law, they are technically obligated to keep their firearms “in working order at all times,” and to “practice firing at static and moving targets regularly,” making sure their skills don’t deteriorate.

But that is just a regulation. This is Norway. The least violent country on Earth. Where no one, not even the police, ever fires a gun. And neither Anne nor any of her colleagues ever really expected to have to shoot at anyone.

Now, however, Anne not only needs to fire her gun. She needs to kill the woman coming for her.

If she doesn’t—or if she misses—she’ll eat her alive. And she’s only three paces away now.

Anne wastes no time warning the woman. She doesn’t intend to fire any warning shots either, or shoot her in the legs. She knows from reports that it won’t work.

Instead, she braces herself to shoot to kill. She lets out one long, trembling breath.

Then she begins firing.


9



Ella could hammer away at the glass. She could scream at Marit, plead with her to unlock the door. She could even try to break the glass.

She doesn’t even consider any of them. There’s no time.

She just spins around to face her uncle.

There’s no way she’s getting around him. Not without coming into physical contact with him. The terrace is simply too small, and he’s only three paces away, headed right for her.

Ella has no weapons, either. It’s no good to begin grappling with Gunnar—he’ll just bite or scratch her—and she can’t punch him. That’ll no doubt cause her hands to bruise, and will very likely break the skin, too. Meaning her only option is using her legs.

As Gunnar quickly closes the distance, Ella presses her back against the terrace door, lifts her right leg and coils it like a spring. Then she kicks hard at Gunnar’s midsection. He doubles over and staggers back with a grunt of surprise—like he didn’t see the kick coming at all. He bumps into the table, but manages to stay on his feet.

He then immediately comes forward again. His coordination seems to be slightly off, because he almost misses her.

Ella kicks him again.

This time, Gunnar’s hands grab for her leg, his nails running all the way down the fabric, and Ella cries out in fear. He doesn’t rip open her pant leg, though, but it’s close, and he immediately comes at her a third time. Again, it's like he can't keep his balance, and he steers a little to one side. If Ella didn't know any better, it would almost seem like Gunnar is trying to get past her instead of actually attacking her.

She prepares to kick him once again, when the door suddenly disappears behind her, and she stumbles backwards.


10



She fires four rounds, wanting to kill the woman instantly.

They all go into her chest. At least two of them must penetrate her heart.

The woman staggers backwards, arms flailing, legs wobbling, and she bumps into a cabinet, grabbing it for support.

Amazingly, though, she does not go down. Not even to her knees.

Taking a moment to regroup, she simply straightens up, shakes her head once, like someone who suffered a brief dizzy spell, then comes for Anne once more.

Anne is just standing there, her hearing wiped out, staring in horror and disbelief, when something flashes through her head. Something from her teens, way back before she became a mother or a police officer. She read a lot of books back then. Even though she preferred realistic stories set in the real world, she would go for the odd fantasy novel now and then. One of them was Dracula, and it gave her nightmares for weeks. One of the things that stuck with her was how difficult it was for Van Helsing and his helpers to kill the count. It had to be done in a very particular way. Anne learned later that according to these old myths, this holds true for every monster. Vampires need a stake through the heart, preferably while sleeping in their coffin. Werewolves are only really vulnerable to silver. And zombies …

Anne raises the gun again, closes one eye, and fires right at the space between the woman’s eyes.

The woman moves her head slightly—not to get out of the way, just due to the uncertain way she walks—so the bullet goes in at the outer corner of her right eyebrow.

It does the trick, though.

The woman collapses like a robot having its power cut. Slumping to the floor, she stays absolutely still. A thin, brownish liquid oozes from the exit wound at the back of her skull.

Anne turns around, walks back into the showers, bends over by the grate and pukes up a few mouthfuls of bile. She’s glad she left the sandwich uneaten in the cantina. It’s a strange experience—feeling and tasting the puke, seeing it spill out, but not hearing any of it. She spits, wipes her mouth, then takes a couple of steadying breaths.

They’re not zombies. They can’t be. Zombies aren’t real.

But they fit the bill perfectly. They certainly look dead. They eat the living. They obviously feel no pain. And they don’t stop for anything less than a bullet to the brain.

It doesn’t matter what they are. Now you know how to stop them.

She checks the magazine, even though she already knows how many bullets are left. But there’s no room for error or uncertainty anymore, as it could mean the difference between life and death.

Seven rounds. Assuming I’ll miss a couple of shots, let’s say I have enough to put down four, maybe five more of them. That should be enough to reach an exit.

She goes back into the locker room, her eyes going immediately to the woman on the floor. She hasn’t moved an inch.

Anne steps around her, eyeing her closely. Then she goes to the door. She listens, but she can’t hear anything except for a shrill ringing. Having only her visual sense to go by, she’ll suffer a great disadvantage. She could wait around for the tinnitus to settle down, but that could take as much as twenty minutes. And she really doesn’t want to stay here for longer than absolutely necessary. Ella needs her.

Anne places her palm on the door.

And she’s immediately glad she did. Because her suspicion is confirmed. Someone is going at the door from the other side.

Anne steadies herself. The door opens in, so all she needs to do is unlock it, turn the knob, then step back.

After twenty seconds or so, she feels ready.

Turning the knob, the door is immediately pushed open, just like she knew it would be.

The guy she left behind just minutes before comes bursting in, mouth open, foamy saliva spilling down his chin, eyes black as pearls. He’s coming faster than the woman, but Anne is better prepared. She aims carefully and puts him down with a single shot on the bridge of his nose. He slams into the doorframe, tilts sideways, then cracks his skull against the floor as he dies for real.

Anne assumes the gunshots will draw more of them, so she wastes no time, but steps right over him, panning quickly left, then right.

The legs protruding from the open door are now gone. The hallway is empty in both directions.

Nearest exit is the fire doors. But there’s probably someone waiting right outside. Perhaps the teenager is still there.

There’s another door in the opposite direction. Anne knows because it’s the one they came in through when they arrived. It’s farther away, but it’s closer to where her car is.

So, she begins moving down the hallway, keeping the gun ready and her eyes poised.

She checks every open door she passes. The first one—the one where the dead person lay just minutes ago—has a huge pool of blood with shreds of clothes in it. But no trace of either victim or perpetrator.

Anne reaches a corner and leans forward to look. Clear. And no open doors in this one. So, she ups her speed, walking briskly.

Around halfway down the hallway, she notices a monitor mounted on the wall. It shows a split screen of four rooms, three of them occupied. And she recognizes the people in there. It’s the young mother and her girl, plus the guy with the awful haircut.

They’re still here, Anne realizes. And they’re locked in.

An internal struggle begins for Anne. Her instincts want her to press on. To ignore what she’s seeing on the monitor. To prioritize getting to Ella.

But some deeper part of her can’t help but imagine it being her and Ella locked in those rooms. She was a young mother herself, and the thought of being trapped in a tiny room next to Ella as they both slowly die of thirst … that’s too gruesome.

“Shit,” Anne mutters, finding that her hearing has returned somewhat. “I can’t just leave them …”
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Kristoffer runs his tongue across his teeth. They haven’t met a toothbrush in over two weeks. His breath must be rancid.

He’s sitting on a rock in front of the bonfire which is nothing more than smoking ashes by now. Still, it gives off enough heat to make his cheeks burn.

The day has dawned, and the sky is unusually beautiful. Not a wind is stirring, birds are chirping, and the air is fresh and crisp.

The only thing breaking the idyll are the sounds of sobbing and whimpering. They’re coming from Hans, who’s sitting on his ass next to Ingrid. It took all three of them to move the dead woman down here, onto the plateau.

Ragnar is standing with his back to the bonfire. He’s staring towards the north horizon. The lights from the complex that’s hiding just below the ridge are still visible, but only if you know to look for them. Now and then, sounds are carried across the valley. A truck braking. Someone shouting. Machinery going.

Kristoffer doesn’t want to think about it now. But he can’t help imagine the hordes of zombies being dropped off over there. How many so far? Hundreds? Thousands? What if they got out? It wouldn’t take them many hours to cross the valley. As great a place as Ragnar has built here, there’s no way it can withstand a veritable army of zombies.

And judging by the way Ragnar hasn’t spoken for several minutes, Kristoffer is sure he’s aware of it and pondering a solution.

“I don’t … I don’t get it,” Hans snivels, shaking his head. “How could this have happened? I mean, she was fine …”

“She was not fine,” Ragnar says without turning around. “She was diabetic.”

“Yeah, but that shouldn’t kill her,” Hans insists.

Ragnar shrugs. “Her body was under a lot of stress. The cold. The exertion. The lack of insulin. Not to mention the mental pressure.”

“Oh, God …” Hans breaks into a new crying fit. “You’re right … I should have seen it … the signs must have been there … I’m so freaking dense. Dense! Dense, dense, dense!” He begins slapping his head with the base of his palm, mildly at first, then harder and harder, until Kristoffer is afraid he’ll knock himself out.

“Hey!” he hears himself say. “Stop doing that.”

Hans blinks and stares at him with glassy eyes. “But it’s my fault … She’s dead because of me …”

“No, it’s not your fault,” Kristoffer tells him. “It’s no one’s fault. Even if it was, it’s no use punishing yourself.”

Hans lowers his head.

“I think Ragnar’s right,” Kristoffer goes on. “I think she just couldn’t … yeah. Couldn’t handle it. Or maybe she had some underlying condition—who knows? A heart defect or whatever.”

Hans wipes his nose with the back of his hand, leaving a trail of snot across it. “She was healthy. Besides the diabetes.”

Kristoffer isn’t going to debate the point, and certainly not right now. But he’s pretty sure Ingrid wasn’t healthy, at least not according to conventional wisdom. No one who’s overweight to the point where just walking is a challenge can be truly healthy.

Ragnar suddenly turns around. “We’ll have to deal with the body. We can’t leave her lying around here. She’ll attract predators, vermin.”

“Oh, Jesus Christ,” Hans whimpers.

“I’m sorry,” Ragnar concedes. “I don’t mean to be insensitive, but the sooner we get going, the better.”

“Do we bury her?” Kristoffer asks.

Ragnar shakes his head. “The ground is way too rocky. We couldn’t bury her deep enough anyway. Once she begins to …” Ragnar glances over at Hans, then clears his throat. “Animals would pick up the smell.”

“What about building a mound, then?” Kristoffer suggests. “With rocks and stuff?”

“That wouldn’t fix the smell problem. There are bears around here, and they could easily dig through a few stones if they caught her scent.”

Hans is following the conversation, looking like he might throw up any moment. “What then?” he croaks. “Do we … burn her? I think she would be okay with cremation …”

Ragnar chews his lower lip. “I did consider it. But there are a few drawbacks. First off, making a fire big enough to incinerate a human body would take us all day. And it would burn for days, too. We’ll lose a lot of good firewood. Not to mention how far away the smoke would be visible. And there’s again the problem of smell.” Ragnar lowers his voice slightly. “I worked as a fireman way back in the day. If you’ve ever smelled a burned corpse, you’ll never forget it. It wouldn’t only draw predators, it would also stick around for weeks.”

Hans gives off a croak and hides his face in his hands.

“What other options are left?” Kristoffer asks.

Ragnar nods east. “I say we give her a burial at sea.”

Hans looks up. “What? The ocean is 80 miles away …”

“Yes, but the stream on the other side of this cliff runs right to it. There would be no risk of contaminating the water, since it’s constantly moving, and it won’t freeze over, either. I’ve hiked along it more than once. It never gets too narrow, and there are no branches or other obstacles. I think if we wrap her up, there’s a very good chance she’ll make it right to the sea.” He shrugs, then adds: “It’s the best way that I can think of.”

Kristoffer nods and looks at Hans. “I agree. I think it sounds like … a good solution.”

Hans’s face crumbles up again as he looks down at Ingrid. “God, I can’t believe this is real … She was just … she was just alive … and now we’re considering how to … how to … oh, Jesus …”

Ragnar steps over to Hans, and for a moment, Kristoffer is afraid he’ll tell him to get a grip, perhaps even grab and shake him. But Ragnar simply places his hand on Hans’s shoulder. “I’m sorry for your loss. You tell her goodbye, and I’ll get the tarp.”

Then he strides into the cave, leaving Hans to stare after him with teary eyes. He looks over at Kristoffer, and Kristoffer gets up. “I’ll give you some privacy,” he mutters, going after Ragnar.
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Apartment 24 belongs to Edith, and Hagos isn’t surprised to see her up. She’s an early riser, and she usually spends the mornings knitting by the window.

Right now, she’s standing by the terrace door, staring out.

Hagos pulls the girl inside, then slams the door and twists the lock. All apartments are legally required to have locks, ensuring the residences’ privacy. Another requirement is that all doors can be opened with the staff key cards, which in Hagos’s mind defies the purpose of the privacy, but he didn’t make the rules. The door is a regular one, not impossible to kick down, but he doubts very much the infected woman has either the strength or the motor skills required to do that.

“Help!” the girl shouts again, and Hagos turns around to see her standing by the terrace door, too. She’s pointing out. “Help her, please!”

Hagos runs to them, and he sees the girl with her back pressed up against the glass door. A man is attacking her, and he’s in a very bad state. He’s basically been decapitated, his head lolling to the side. This doesn’t stop him from going at the girl, though, who’s kicking him in the gut to keep him away.

Hagos flicks the lock and pulls open the glass door. The girl is about to kick the guy again, when Hagos grabs her and pulls her inside.

The girl screams and instinctively takes a blind swing at his head. Hagos just manages to pull back far enough that she doesn’t clock him. He slams the door a split second before the infected guy clashes with it and begins scratching at the glass.

“It’s okay!” Hagos tells the girl, who’s pulling back from him. “You’re safe now.”

The girl is obviously in all-out survival mode, and she barely seems to hear him. She quickly scans him with her eyes, and Hagos can immediately tell she’s like him: She belongs to group number one. She’s scared, but she’s not panicking. She can still think.

Then she frowns and looks at the door handle. “Jesus, you didn’t lock it!” She snaps the lock into place.

Hagos blinks. He’s surprised at his own momentary lapse in focus. He realizes what did it. The girl reminds him so much of Abeba—a pale, blond, younger and taller version of her, but nonetheless. He hasn’t seen anyone with that much determination in their eyes since he looked at his sister.

Up until now, Hagos had kind of figured that people from his part of the world were hard-wired for survival in a way that others weren’t—certainly not Norwegian people. While these tall, beautiful folks were generally kindhearted and calm, they did not do well under pressure.

And yet seeing this teenage girl act like any seasoned militiaman, Hagos realizes that being a member of group one isn’t exclusive to one kind of people.

“Goodness me!” Edith exclaims. “What in the world happened to that poor man?”

Hagos thinks for a moment she’s referring to the fat guy, who’s slumped down on Edith’s bed without asking permission, and is tending to his torn jacket. But Edith is staring at the terrace door, where the guy is groping the glass, grunting and snarling.

“He’s infected,” the blonde girl says, marching to the redhead. Without warning, she slaps her so hard, she almost knocks her off balance. “What the hell were you thinking? Why’d you lock me out, you coward?”

The redhead stutters, her hand going to her cheek.

“Fuck you, Marit,” the blonde snarls. “I saved your life, and this is how you repay me?”

It looks to Hagos like another slap may be imminent, so he slips in from the side, placing himself between the girls. He’s taller than the girl and considerably broader too. Yet she looks like she’s not afraid to take him on if she has to.

“Please,” he says, holding up his palms. “Please, let’s try and stay calm …”

“You stay calm,” she spits. “You didn’t just fight for your fucking life …”

“I did, actually,” Hagos says plainly. “Not just now, but in the past. Many times.”

This was obviously the right answer, because it catches the girl off guard. She blinks, then regains composure. Leaning sideways, she hisses at the redhead: “You’re welcome, Marit.” Then she strides to the bathroom, slamming the door behind herself.

The redhead begins sobbing. Hagos doesn’t know what to do—he’s good at dealing with fear, panic and rage in others, but sadness and sorrow always makes him uncomfortable … which is probably why he can’t deal with thinking of his sister.

“Goodness,” Edith says again, turning towards him. “Hagos, what is this? What in the world is going on? Who is that man?”

Hagos notices the fat guy looks up, also waiting for Hagos to come with an explanation.

“Well, I think …” he begins.

“He’s my dad,” the redhead says between sobs. “He … was up there … in Torik … he must have … he must …” She breaks into deeper crying, burying her face in her hands.

Edith shuffles to her, putting her arm around the girl’s shoulders. “There, there, sweetheart … it’s all right.”

“Torik,” the fat man on the bed mutters. It’s the first time Hagos hears him talk without sounding dazed. “Does that mean …?” He looks up at Hagos again, his forehead creased.

Hagos nods. He doesn’t need to hear the rest of the girl’s explanation. The keyword was “Torik.”

This is it, he thinks, becoming keenly aware of the sounds coming from both the terrace door and the door to the hallway. It’s happening.
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Fuck. We’re gonna die in here.

He can’t believe he came this far. Scaling an entire hospital through the air ducts, then jumping back out from the roof, only to get placed in detention, from which he escaped.

And now, he’ll starve to death in this goddamn room. The zombies couldn’t get him, but the authorities could. It reminds him of how Al Capone kept evading the police, until finally, the IRS brought him down.

There’s still water, of course. He assumes the taps in the bathrooms will keep working for a long time. But how long can they survive on only water? Weeks? How does it feel to starve? Will they become increasingly hungry, then weaker, then finally unable to move?

He gets up from the cot and looks at it like it’s a coffin. I’m not going to go out that way. If it comes to it, I’ll fucking kill myse—

Realizing where his thoughts are going, Aksel feels a stab of dread.

Well, another thought tells him, sounding almost jovial. What was it you said to Linus? It runs in the family, right?

Aksel suddenly has trouble breathing. He forces his lungs to expand. He feels dizzy. The room begins spinning.

He lies back down on the cot. He’s cold and tired, so he pulls the blanket over himself. He can hear Rosa and Belinda talking to each other. Belinda comforting her daughter. Aksel can’t help but envy them. At least they have each other. He has no one left. No one to tell him it’ll all be all right. Only the darkness deep inside of him. The same darkness that took his grandpa and his mother and his brother and soon will rise up to swallow him.

Aksel can feel it. It’s rearing its ugly head.

It’s always been there, but now it’s waking up. He’s been running from it, keeping it away, but he’s got nowhere left to run. And it will overtake him. At some point, he’ll become too weak and desperate to fight it off. It’ll convince him that the less painful option is to end things on his own terms.

Just like it did with his grandpa when the pain from the arthritis got too severe.

Just like it did with his mother when her depression got heavy enough.

Just like it did with Jakob when he was lying in that hospital bed, missing a finger, having all the time in the world to contemplate how he’d caused the goddamn apocalypse.

Aksel saw it in his eyes, when they were standing on the roof. It was anything but a snap decision, like he’d first assumed. It was the opportunity he’d been waiting for. The darkness had been building ever since Jakob regained consciousness and realized what he’d done. Seeing Frida die in front of him was probably the final straw. It was the last excuse the darkness needed to persuade him that there were no other options left. That going on living would be too painful to bear. That death was the preferable alternative.

With the gloomy thoughts circling his mind like chunks of bile going down a drain, Aksel drifts off into a state which resembles sleep.

As he hears a beep, he lifts his head and sees the door swing open. That’s when he knows for certain he’s dreaming, because a figure steps into the room. There’s a sharp light coming from the hallway, blinding him, making it hard to make out the features of the visitor. Yet he can tell from the outline that it’s his brother.

“Hey, man,” Jakob says, stopping in front of the bed. “How’re you holding up?”

“I’m pretty fucking miserable, to tell you the truth.”

“I get that. The world was already fucked up, and now that it’s ending, it’s even worse.”

“Yeah, well, how would you know?”

Jakob doesn’t answer, and Aksel regrets his harsh tone.

“I know what you mean,” Jakob says, his voice low. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t convinced the parachute would hold the both of—”

“Don’t you fucking go there. Don’t you even suggest you did it for me.”

Jakob sighs. “You’re right.” A brief pause. “I’m sorry about Frida too.”

“Don’t blame yourself,” Aksel says automatically.

“I’m not. I’ve come to peace with it.”

Aksel looks at his dead brother, trying to make out his face. “You have? You always used to blame yourself for every little thing.”

Jakob shrugs. “Yeah, well, death changes you, I guess. I see now that this was all going to happen anyway. If not me and Viggo, then someone else.” He grunts. “I’m not saying that hauling that frozen guy back to town wasn’t fucking moronic. I’m just saying, this is bigger than that old geezer. It’s something ancient that’s been awakened.”

Aksel frowns. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“You’ll find out. But only if you don’t give up.”

“Why shouldn’t I?” Aksel says, looking away. “Why the fuck should I go on when it’s a nightmare just staying alive? And don’t give me that crap about killing yourself is the easy way out. Give me a real goddamn reason.”

Jakob falls quiet for a heartbeat. Then he says softly: “Because you’re not meant to die yet. That’s all I got, Axe.”

“I don’t believe that,” Aksel says. “There’s no such thing as fate. I’m not a pawn in some divine game.”

“You’re right,” Jakob says. “This is your choice. No one else’s. And what you choose will determine everything.”

“What kind of spiritual nonsense is that?” Aksel snarls. “What are you, Jesus Christ all of a sudden?”

Jakob snorts. “Far from it. I’m just giving you my two cents.”

“You’re not even really here,” Aksel mumbles, turning his back to his brother. “You’re just a projection of my own mind. I’m talking to a memory.”

“That’s probably right,” Jakob goes on. “I guess I can’t tell you anything you don’t already know.”

“Exactly, you can’t. You’re just saying what I would want you to say.”

A moment of silence. Then Jakob says: “So, how about this? I love you, man. And I’m sorry for leaving you alone like this. It was the only choice I could make at the time. Too bad it can’t be reversed. I know better now, but it’s too fucking late, you know? If I could go back and make it right …” Jakob sighs.

Aksel finds himself tearing up, and he swallows hard to keep from crying. He keeps staring at the wall, sensing his brother standing there, looking at him.

“Well, I gotta get going now,” Jakob says, sniffing. “Hey, if you do decide to end things, then we’ll be together again.”

Aksel turns halfway around to look at his brother. “What the hell kind of thing is that to say? I thought you came to try and convince me not to kill myself?”

Jakob throws out his arms. “I am! You never wanted to spend time with me, asshole. So, I figured, the thought of me hanging around for all eternity would scare you to keep living.”

Aksel can’t help but smile. “Good point. You were so goddamn needy, spending time with you was like torture.”

“Hey, at least I didn’t jerk off to shampoo commercials.”

“It was Eva Mendes in that commercial, I couldn’t help it.”

“Yeah, well, I still have nightmares after walking in on you.”

“You should have stayed the fuck out of my room, then.”

“Guess I should. It smelled like dead dog in there anyway.”

“Oh, yeah? Well, who smells like a dead dog now?”

“Low blow, man!” Jakob laughs. The sound is so familiar, it makes Aksel almost cry again. Then Jakob snaps his fingers. “Shit, I almost forgot. I know you said I’m just a memory and all, and I’m not arguing that. But … Mom’s here, and she insisted I tell you something.”

Aksel snorts. “Really? Can’t imagine what she would have to say.”

“She told me to tell you that Dad was wrong. That the pills were already gone.”

This gives Aksel pause. “The fuck are you talking about? What pills?”

Jakob shrugs. “I don’t know, man. That’s what she said.”

“You’re just making shit up now …” But even as he says it, he’s aware of the paradox. Because either Jakob really is only a memory, in which case Aksel's mind is the one who made up what he just said. And why would it come up with something that makes no sense to himself? The other explanation is just as implausible, since that would be that Jakob really did deliver some cryptic message from beyond the grave.

“Believe whatever you like,” Jakob says, sounding in a rush now. “I really need to leave. Someone else is coming.”

“Really? Who’s that? Martin Luther King?”

“A woman, I think. See you, Axe. Sooner or later.”

Jakob turns and strides out the door, then closes it gently behind himself. As the light is cut from view, Aksel blinks, trying to adjust his vision to the sudden dimness.

Then the door opens again, and he squints, expecting to be blinded once more. This time, however, there’s no divine glow coming in, only normal light from the panels in the hallway’s ceiling. And the person standing there isn’t Jakob. It’s a woman, tall and lean, her hair pulled back in a taut bun, her grey eyes fixed on Aksel.

“Are you okay?” she asks.

It’s only at the sound of her voice that Aksel wakes up all the way. He manages to sit up and clear his throat. His head spins for a moment as it adjusts to the fact that he was just daydreaming and that the door really is open this time.

“Are you sick?” the cop asks again. She hasn’t entered the room, and her hand is still on the knob, ready to slam the door again.

“Nah,” Aksel says, glancing down himself. “I’m fine. No fever or nothing. I was just resting.”

“Good,” she says. “Because you’re coming with me.”
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He finds Ragnar busy pulling a rolled-up tarp from one of the shelves.

“Ragnar?” Kristoffer asks.

The old guy sends him a quick look. “Yeah?”

The questions are all right there, on his tongue. Like What really happened? And How did she die again? And the most pressing one, the one he really wants to ask: Be honest, Ragnar. Did you kill her?

But something holds Kristoffer back. Whether it’s the fact that he’s got no concrete evidence, other than a dull feeling in his gut, or because Ragnar will of course deny it either way, Kristoffer isn’t sure. Maybe it’s the thought that once the questions get out, he can’t take them back, and he’ll lose Ragnar’s trust, probably for good. There’s also the fact that it simply doesn’t add up. It was Ragnar who wanted Hans and Ingrid to come out here. Why in the world would he do that only to kill her within a few hours?

Such a change of heart would be irrational. And Ragnar isn’t irrational. Weird. Paranoid even. But not crazy. His mind works just fine. In fact, he seems like he’s the type who always has a plan. He doesn’t act on impulses; he thinks things through, and he’s got a lot of discipline, too.

He’s also not a psycho, so Kristoffer finds it very hard to believe that Ragnar invited Ingrid to come out here just to murder her for the sport. If he did kill her, it’s more likely that he did so out of rage … what was the word they used on CSI? … a crime of passion. Did Ingrid say something to set him off? Something very insulting? Was she acting in a way that Ragnar couldn’t accept? Did they argue? If they had been shouting, Kristoffer would probably have heard it. Ragnar does seem like the type who can get angry, but angry enough to murder someone with his bare hands? That’s just not—

“What is it?” Ragnar asks, pausing with the tarp under his arm. “You’ve got a strange look on your face, Kris. Don’t you go blaming yourself now. It was unfortunate, but there’s nothing we can do about it.”

Kristoffer blinks. “I’m not blaming myself. It’s just … I can’t believe it.”

“I know,” Ragnar nods. “It’s a shame. She was way too young. Should’ve taken better care of herself.”

“No, I mean …” Kristoffer bites his lip.

Ragnar eyes him closely. “You can’t believe what? Is there something on your mind, Kris?”

He shakes his head slowly. “I’m not sure. I’m probably just shocked.”

He looks away, but Ragnar leans sideways, catching his eyes again. “Are you wondering whether I killed this young woman?”

Kristoffer feels a jolt of electricity run through his insides. He realizes he was being way too obvious, and of course Ragnar read his mind. He might as well have asked him point blank. He breathes through his nose, waiting for Ragnar to say more.

Ragnar sighs. “I get it. But you’ve got to understand, I’m a pragmatist, Kris. I only do things that I get something from.” He shrugs. “All I get from this is a headache, a 300-pound corpse to deal with, a guy out there who won’t function properly for days, and I’m losing a perfectly fine tarp. That’s not a great cost-benefit analysis if you ask me. Besides”—he nods towards the cave’s opening—“if I didn’t want her around, I could just ask her to fuck off. Seems like a lot less work to me.”

Kristoffer doesn’t know what to say. It all makes sense. And yet, he can’t seem to loosen up the knot in his solar plexus.

Ragnar slaps his upper arm. “The world’s different now, Kris. It’s about to show its real face. Civilization was always a thin lie. You need to get ready to deal with life and death, because whether we like it or not, there’s gonna be a whole lot more of it. Now, I’m going out there to send off the lady, and I could use some help.”

Then, before Kristoffer can answer, Ragnar simply walks past him and out the cave.
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She twists the lock and turns towards the sink. She doesn’t want to look at herself in the mirror, but she needs to.

It’s not as bad as she feared. Her hair is in disarray, her shirt is torn, her hands are covered in tiny scratches from the hedge, and she has dirt marks all over from rolling around on the frozen ground. But other than that, she looks OK.

Ella is freezing. She’s also shaking all over, and she feels like crying, but she forces the urge back. Stepping into the shower, she doesn’t bother taking off her clothes at first. They’re completely ruined anyway, and there’s no way she’s putting them back on. She does remember to take out her phone and place it on the counter. She moves the plastic chair meant for old folks to sit on while showering. Then she turns on the water, waits for it to get warm, and steps under the stream. Letting it flow over her hair, face and body, it feels cleansing, comforting.

She looks down and sees mud splash to the floor and go down the drain. She pries off her clothes and drops them in the corner. Then she washes herself properly, using the body soap from the rack. The scratches on her hands sting a little, but she makes sure to clean her skin thoroughly.

Stepping out, she finds a towel in the cupboard and dries her hair, then her body. Glancing at herself in the mirror again, it’s only now she realizes she hasn’t got any new clothes. She opens the cupboard again. The old lady living here has got plenty of clothes. Ella has no choice but to pick out something which looks like it’ll fit. She goes for a pair of canvas pants, a buttoned shirt and woolen socks. The outfit is so old school, it’s almost retro, and it looks surprisingly natural on her. The sleeves and pant legs are a bit too short, but it’ll do.

Wrapping her hair in a bun, she stands in front of the mirror for a moment, listening. She can hear them talking out there. She can also hear shouts and loud noises from other places in the building.

Shit, this is spiraling …

She picks up her phone and sees several missed calls from her mom, along with five texts.

She types: I’m okay. Marit too. We’re safe. Sorry for scaring you. Will call soon.

First order of business is finding out how bad the situation is, and how the hell she gets out of here.

So, she unlocks the door and steps back out. She’s thankful to exit the steamy bathroom, as the heat is making her sweaty.

The first thing she notices is that Gunnar is still going at it outside the terrace door. The glass has been all messed up by now. The day outside has dawned, the grey sunlight showing the lawn and the row of small trees by the far end. Behind them is the town, and Ella sees a car going by.

Did anyone outside of the old folks’ home even realize what was going on yet? Ella has a bad feeling the town of Mo is about to be taken by surprise. Everyone must have heard about what’s happening up in Torik, but with several miles of distance between the towns, no one expects the infection to pop up around here.

Marit and the old lady are sitting by the small table, and the heavy guy is still slouching on the bed by the opposite wall. The Black guy is striding back and forth. He does so in an almost cartoonish manner, like how Donald Duck or Bugs Bunny will do when they’re thinking stuff over. His expression is weirdly neutral, and he keeps an eye on Gunnar—seemingly being the only one in the room who’s not trying to avoid looking at him.

Seeing Ella, Marit gets to her feet. She looks like she’s about to run out of the apartment, but she obviously can’t—from in here, the sounds coming from the rest of the building are even more noticeable, despite Gunnar’s grunts and bumps against the glass.

“Look, I’m sorry,” Marit says. “I panicked …”

Ella sighs and nods. “I get it. Sorry I slapped you. I shouldn’t have done that. You just lost both your … I’m sorry.”

Marit breaks into new tears and comes over to hug Ella. She returns the embrace, squeezing her cousin.

“You’re shivering,” Marit sniffs, letting go of her. “Are you okay?”

“It’s just the adrenaline, I guess,” Ella mutters. She hadn’t noticed it until now, but Marit is right: the muscles in Ella’s arms and legs are twitching slightly. No wonder, with the strain she just put them through. Add to that the fact that she hasn’t slept for over twenty-four hours. She turns to the Black guy. “Thanks for helping me out.”

He sends her a brief smile. “Don’t mention it.”

She looks from the old lady to the man on the bed. Even though they’re the seniors in the room, none of them seem to want to take charge. So, Ella looks at the Black guy again. “How do we get out of here?”

“We don’t,” he says, still pacing the floor. “Not right now at least. I called 911. They already knew about the situation. They were sending people to help us.”

“Good,” Ella says. She’s not really reassured by this. First off, her mother already called the cops, and look what good it did. Second, judging by how it’s going in Torik, she’s not at all convinced the police will be a help—they might even make it worse, if they rush in here without the proper precautions. Ella is a hundred-percent certain by now that the infected aren’t just infected—they’re walking dead people, and they should be treated as such. Yet she could hardly imagine Norwegian police officers opening fire on what they no doubt consider to be sick individuals in need of medical assistance—even if they are attacking them.

She recalls an incident from Trondheim a few years back. Her mother wasn’t on duty that day, and Ella is still grateful for it. A psychotic guy had taken a knife to a café and was threatening to kill everyone in there, including himself. The police showed up and tried to talk him out of it. The guy came out into the street, and they had several chances to shoot him. They could have even just put a bullet in his leg. But they didn’t. And he ended up running at one of them, an older officer, killing the poor guy. Only then was the guy put down—but with blows from batons and handcuffs. Not a single shot was fired, even as the guy wrestled the officer to the ground and repeatedly stabbed him. Later it turned out he had stabbed a woman to death inside the café as well—while the police were hesitating outside.

Ella had asked her mother why on earth the officer hadn’t defended himself by opening fire when the guy came at him.

Her mother said simply: “That’s not as easy as you’d think.”

Ella had gathered from this that the officers were not only not allowed to shoot at someone unless they absolutely had to, but they also really didn’t want to. And this seems to be exactly what’s going on in Torik.

So, even if the police coming to the old folks’ home were allowed to use their guns, they probably wouldn’t.

Ella goes towards the door that she assumes leads to the hallway—the only other one appears to be a closet, and the kitchen area is an extension of the main room, with no doors separating it.

“Don’t go out there, Ella!” Marit calls after her.

“I won’t,” Ella mutters, stopping in front of the door. She listens, tries to picture what’s going on out there. It doesn’t sound nice. She can hear things being knocked to the floor, doors slamming, footsteps running. There are also people screaming, some in pain, some in fear, some trying to warn others. Many of them sound like old folks. Then there are the even more disturbing sounds. Growls. Grunts. Shuffling feet. Ripping. Tearing. Teeth snapping.

Then, suddenly, someone bumps into the door.

Ella gasps and draws back, as the handle bobs violently.

“Let me in,” a man’s thin voice comes. It’s out of breath, weak and terrified. “Dear heaven, open the door, please! Please, don’t let them—no, you get away!”

A growling snarl drowns out the man’s shaky voice, and a scuffle ensues. A hoarse scream, bodies hitting the floor. The scream turns into a gurgle. Then wet, slurpy chewing.

Ella feels sick to her stomach. She walks back to the others.

Marit has taken a seat next to the old lady again. They both look at her.

“It’s bad out there, isn’t it?” the woman asks. “For once, I’m glad I don’t hear so well …”

“I’m sure a lot of the other residents have locked themselves in their rooms,” Ella hears herself say. “They’ll be fine. Just like we will.”

“I certainly hope so,” the woman says. Then she seems to notice something. “What’s happened to your wrist, darling?”

Ella glances down. “It’s just from a chain. It’s nothing.”

“But your skin,” Marit says, frowning. “It looks—”

There’s a bump from the other end of the room, and they all turn their attention in that direction.

The fat guy has slumped to the floor. Ella’s first thought is that he simply fell asleep. But from the way he’s lying—face down, ass up—he looks more like someone passed out drunk. Or worse ... passed out sick.

The Black guy rushes over there. “Mister? Mister? Are you okay?”

The fat man tries to answer, but all he manages is a strained mumble. The Black guy helps him onto his back as gently as he can. The man’s arm flops onto the floor, and it’s only now that Ella notices the side has been torn open. He was sitting with his arms pressed against his stomach the whole time, almost like he was hiding it. The white, woolly stuff is visible, and in it, Ella sees dark stains that can only be blood.

“Fuck, he’s been bitten!” she hears herself exclaim.
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“Hold on,” the cop says, holding up her hand as Aksel gets to his feet. “Just one moment.”

She checks the hallway in both directions, then opens the door all the way, revealing the gun in her other hand.

Aksel automatically shows his palms. “Hey, there’s no need for that …”

“I’m not here to threaten you,” the cop says calmly. “But I will give you an offer. If you come with me and help me, I will do my best to bring you to safety.”

“Help you,” Aksel repeats. “With what, exactly?”

“Getting to my daughter. She’s up north, and she needs—”

“I’m not going back to Torik,” Aksel says immediately.

“No, not Torik. Not that far north.” She checks in both directions again, then looks back at Aksel. “Are you coming with me or not?”

“Aksel?” Belinda asks from the adjacent room. “What’s going on?”

“It’s okay!” Aksel calls out loud. Then, addressing the cop: “Can they both come? Or is the offer just for me?”

“If they’re not sick, they’re free to join.”

“And if I say no? Are you going to lock that door again and leave us?”

“Of course not,” the cop says, frowning as though the suggestion revolts her. She takes a key card from her pocket and flings it at Aksel. He catches it clumsily. “You guys can try and make it on your own. But I honestly think we’ll all stand a better chance together. My brother has … had a boat, and I know where it is anchored and how to sail it. We can head for Britain or some other safe destination. As long as we go get my daughter first.”

Aksel bites his lip. “Do I get a gun?”

The cop considers briefly. “I only have my own. I think I know where we can get you one, though.” She points at him with a long finger. “But that offer is only if you agree to help me.”

“I think that’s a pretty good deal,” Aksel says. “I’ll do it.”

The cop nods once, then is about to say something, when there comes a noise from the left. “Shit,” she mutters. “Cover your ears!” She takes up position with her feet apart, raising the gun with both hands, tilts her head slightly and closes one eye.

Aksel clasps his hands over his ears, squinting as he anticipates the shot. But the woman doesn’t shoot, not right away. Aksel picks up a muffled groan and shuffling footsteps approaching. Still, the woman just stands there, frozen. She moves the gun slightly back and forth, and Aksel realizes she’s waiting until the zombie is close enough to—

The shot comes unexpectedly and is way louder than he thought, even with his ears covered. He can literally feel the sound slam against the walls, then hit his face and body.

The cop lowers her gun forty-five degrees, still holding the aim, apparently waiting to see if she needs to fire one more time. Then she relaxes, lets out a long breath through pursed lips, and looks in at Aksel. “Come on. We don’t have much time.”

She disappears out of sight, and as Aksel leaves the room, he pauses briefly to look at the female doctor who came by earlier. She’s lying face down, a brownish puddle forming around her head.

Then, apparently out of nowhere, a thought comes to him, clear as anything. I won’t quit. I won’t do what Jakob did. I’m gonna survive this. Whatever it takes.

He runs to Rosa’s door with the keycard.
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“Okay,” Ragnar says, straightening his back with a groan. “That’ll do.”

Kristoffer steps back and takes in the improvised mummy in front of them. Ingrid was harder to wrap than he thought. He tried not to touch her bare skin, but even through her clothes, he could feel how cold she was—almost frozen. Her joints were also weirdly stiff, and she seemed even more heavy than she looked.

Guess that’s why they call it dead weight …

Less grueling to look at, Ingrid now resembles a giant, green burrito. Ragnar tied her feet and neck with a rope, and he instructed Kristoffer that they place her on a couple of large pine branches he’d brought around.

“We can slide her to the stream,” Ragnar says, wiping his forehead on his sleeve. “That way, we won’t have to roll her.”

A sound from behind makes Kristoffer turn around.

Hans comes out onto the plateau. He’s been walking around aimlessly since they began the wrapping process. His complexion is very pale, his eyes red from crying. “Are you … are you done?” he asks.

“Yeah, we’re about to leave,” Ragnar says. “You want to tell her goodbye one last time?”

Hans looks at the mummy and swallows. “I did that already. But I think we should say a prayer.”

“Oh. Sure.” Ragnar folds his hands in front of his crotch, and Hans copies the gesture.

Kristoffer lowers his head as Hans begins muttering. It sounds like the Lord’s Prayer, which Kristoffer remembers from elementary school.

When he’s done, he begins sobbing again.

Ragnar clears his throat. “All right, let’s get going. Kristoffer, you grab that branch, I’ll take the other.”

“What about me?” Hans asks, sniffing. “How can I help?”

Ragnar hesitates. “If you’re sure you want to help, you can push.”

The big guy nods, looking determined despite the tears.

“You guys ready?” Ragnar asks, as they take up positions. “Just follow my lead.”

It’s easier than Kristoffer feared. He can feel Hans really putting his back into it—the guy is obviously not just fat, but also quite strong—and he’s grateful that he’s helping, or he and Ragnar would have had their work cut out.

They manage to stay on flat, rocky ground pretty much all the way. Ragnar steers them clear of any bushes, cliffs or holes. It’s obvious how familiar the area is to him. Within ten minutes, they reach the stream.

As they pause to catch their breath, Ragnar opens the top buttons of his shirt, Hans slumps down on a rock, and Kristoffer just stands there, looking into the glittering water, pondering the journey that Ingrid is about to embark on. Something by the opposite bank catches his eye. It’s bronze-colored and reflects the sunlight. Moving a bit to the left, Kristoffer can tell it’s a rusted metal plate, big as a torso, with rugged edges. It’s lodged between a couple of big rocks. There’s something written on it, in black paint that’s almost been worn off. Kristoffer can just make it out.

“Fallschirmjäger, Regiment Drei,” he reads under his breath.

“Excellent pronunciation,” Ragnar remarks, standing suddenly right next to him, making Kristoffer jolt. “Didn’t know you spoke German.”

Kristoffer shrugs. “I picked up a few phrases in school. What’s shrapnel from a Nazi paratrooper plane doing up here?”

“It’s from the battles of Narvik, of course,” Ragnar says. “Tons of shit is still littering these mountains.” He glances around, then mumbles in almost perfect German: “Goddamn shame.”

“I didn’t know you spoke German either?”

Ragnar begins unrolling another rope that’s been hanging on his hip. “I was stationed there during the Cold War. Gimme a hand here, Kris.”

Kristoffer helps tie the rope around Ingrid’s feet. Ragnar makes sure it’s safely secured.

“So, how do we get her down there?” Hans asks, gazing into the water. From where they’re standing, there’s a few feet drop to the stream.

“We’ll have to throw her in,” Ragnar says simply. “Lowering her will be too difficult.” As Hans is about to protest, Ragnar goes on: “You don’t need to be here for this. You neither, Kris. I can roll her myself.” He points downstream. “The first hundred yards or so is a little winding, so I’ll follow her along, makes sure she gets sent off properly. The ground here is tricky, so I don’t want any of you to come along. If you should step on a loose rock and fall in the water, you’ll turn hypothermic in seconds, and we could be sending off two bodies instead of one.”

Hans sniffs. “Okay. Thanks, Ragnar.”

“Don’t thank me. Go back and get some rest.”

Hans nods and turns around. Kristoffer looks at Ragnar one last time. Then he follows Hans.
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“Get away from him!”

The Black guy hesitates, obviously torn between heeding Ella’s warning and helping the guy. Then he too notices the blood, and that seems to settle the matter in his mind. “Damnit, I didn’t think he was hurt.” His eyes seem particularly big and white, as he looks from the man on the floor to Ella. “I should never have brought him in here.”

“No, you shouldn’t have,” Ella says, stepping closer, finding herself acting with barely knowing what she’s about to do. It’s like her instincts are calling the shots. “And now we need to get him out again …”

“You shouldn’t touch him!” Marit shouts.

“How else are we gonna get him out?” Ella snaps back at her. “Come on, gimme that blanket …” She points to the bed, and the Black guy immediately catches her drift. He grabs it and throws it over the guy, then wraps it around him.

Ella is relieved to find that the Black guy isn’t afraid to dig in. The last thing she needs in a situation like this is more people like Marit, who become useless under pressure.

He looks up at her, raising his eyebrows. “Bathroom?”

She nods. “I think that’s our only option, yeah.”

“Wait,” the old lady interjects. “You can’t just—”

“We can and we’re going to,” Ella cuts her off. “He’s infected, and he’ll turn in a matter of minutes. We still need to be careful. If they can bite through a parka, they can bite through a blanket.”

“This is my home,” the old lady protests, getting to her feet. “That’s my bathroom. You already took my clothes without asking permission. I honestly think you ought to think a little about other people, young lady …”

Ella tunes out the sermon. She can’t believe the woman is actually concerned about clothes right now. It’s like she hasn’t caught on to the fact that this is a life and death situation. Then again, Ella realizes, she might not be all there. A lot of the people here are probably suffering from dementia and the like.

“Come on,” she says to the Black guy. “Let’s get moving.”

He comes around the wrapped-up man who’s still grunting and muttering below the blanket. Ella and the guy both grab a booted foot and begin dragging the guy across the floor. It’s linoleum, so he slides easily enough. There’s a threshold at about two inches to the bathroom, and they need to pull hard to get the man over it. He moans, as though it hurts his back.

The bathroom is so small, the man takes up most of the floor. Still, they need to get him all the way in if they want the door to close. So, the Black guy jumps out and crouches down to push at the man’s shoulders, while Ella pulls his leg. Just as they manage to get him far enough into the room, the man gives a yelp and sits up.

It looks like a scene from an old-school horror movie, where a corpse in a morgue suddenly wakes up on the gurney.

“No, don’t!” he shouts, sounding hazy, as he begins pulling the blanket off his head. “What are you doing? Get this off of me …”

“Get out,” the Black guy mouths at Ella, who’s effectively blocked in by the fat man.

She steps around him, and his elbow catches her hard on the knee, causing her leg to buckle. She stumbles and grabs for the cupboard to break her fall. As she manages to get back up, she turns to see the man sitting there, glaring at her. His hair is ruffled, his mouth open, his eyes angry but alive.

“What the hell are you doing? You’ve got no right to—were you trying to lock me in here?”

“You’re infected,” Ella hears herself say. Her mind is racing, looking for a way to get past the man without him grabbing her. But she’s trapped.

He grunts and begins getting to his feet. “I’m most certainly not. I just nodded off. I’ll have you know I suffer from sleep apnea, which is a very serious—”

Ella makes a dash for the door. The guy is focused on getting up, which at the best of times seems like a challenge. But he sees her move, and slams his hand into the doorframe. Ella ducks to dive under it, but he moves sideways, squeezing her, leaving her no choice but to back up.

“Please,” she says, holding out her hands. “You’re going to die. And I don’t want to be trapped in here with you when you do …”

The man shakes his head, causing his jowls to flap. “I’m not dying. Why in the world would you think—”

“You’re bleeding.”

The man glances down at his torn jacket. Then he looks back up at Ella. “No, I’m not.”

He’s in shock, Ella thinks. He can’t even see the blood.

“Mister, you were attacked,” the Black guy informs him from behind the man. “I was there. I saw it. The lady. Outside, as you were walking your dog. Remember?”

“Yes, of course I remember,” the man says, not moving from the doorway. “But I was not hurt. It’s only my parka which is—”

“Just look at it,” Ella almost shouts, pointing at the jacket. “There’s blood!”

The man looks again, pulling open the hole in the jacket even more, revealing the blood. And as he does so, Ella finally sees that he’s actually right: It’s not blood. The lights in the bathroom are better than they were in the living room, and she can tell the red stuff is way too shiny red and thick to be blood.

“Is this what you mean?” the man asks, sticking his fingers into the hole and holding them up. “It’s ketchup!” He zips down the parka, goes into his inner pocket, then pulls out two small plastic bags with pictures of tomatoes on them—the kind you get at the McDonald’s drive-thru. They’ve both been torn open.

“Come on,” Ella grunts. “You’ve gotta be kidding me. Who the hell walks around with ketchup in their pocket?”

The man doesn’t seem to hear the remark. “I’ll show you I’m not hurt, if that’s what you want,” he goes on, taking the jacket off. He’s wearing a grey, buttoned shirt underneath, and the side is intact. To prove his point still further, he pulls it up and reveals his fat belly. The skin on the side is pink and unbroken.

“Gosh,” the Black guy mutters, as the man turns around to show him. “I’m sorry, mister. I was certain that you—”

“Well, you were wrong,” the man snaps. “I’m perfectly fine, thank you very much. If anyone here looks sick …” He sends Ella a look, then lumbers back to the living room.

The Black guy looks in at Ella. There’s suddenly something in his eyes which Ella cares very little for.

“What?” she asks, noticing a drop of sweat roll down her temple. “What is it?”

Marit steps in from the side. She looks like she’s about to cry again. Her hand goes to her mouth at the sight of Ella. “God, Ella, I’m so sorry. I tried to tell you …”

“Tell me what?” Ella demands.

Marit begins crying. The black guy gestures to the side. Ella turns her head. She sees herself in the mirror. Her face is all red, her forehead beading.

Comprehension finally dawns. She notices now just how bad she feels—she’s burning up, she’s dizzy and exhausted, and her wrist feels like it’s on fire. She’s been shoving it to the back of her awareness in order to keep going, to deal with the situation. Now, as she pulls up the sleeve, what she already knew on a deeper level comes rushing to the front of her mind.

“Oh, no,” she mutters. “I’m infected …”
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“There,” the cop says, pointing ahead. “That’s our exit.”

Aksel is right behind her, and he sees the glass doors. It looks like a staff entry. Outside is a parking lot with a few vehicles. One of them, a blue MPV, is parked in the middle, and there’s a dead guy—at least Aksel assumes he’s dead, since he’s lying by the front tire, his legs hidden under the car. Farther away, two zombies, a man and a young girl, are crossing the parking lot, seemingly in either pursuit or search of someone.

Aksel glances back at Belinda and Rosa. They’re holding hands, both staring at the glass doors.

“It’s going to be okay,” he assures them. “They’re not very fast. We can easily outrun them if we have to. Just make sure you stay close.”

Since they left the detention rooms, they haven’t met a single undead—though they did pass a dead guy. But now, as they’re about to exit the building, that can no longer be avoided, and Aksel has no idea how Belinda and Rosa will react. What he saw back at the house gives him hope, though. Both of them seemed to do all right, even when facing the zombie woman from the ambulance. Rosa even managed to escape single-handedly and seek refuge inside the vehicle.

“How far away is your car?” Belinda asks the cop.

“It’s parked one block over.”

“And we don’t have the keys for any of the cars out there?” Aksel asks.

The cop shakes her head. “We could go back to the locker rooms, but we’d have to break open the lockers, and it’d still be like a lottery to find a matching key. As far as I know, dozens of people worked at this place. I’m sure not all of them drove here.”

Another zombie comes into view, this one from the opposite side. It’s an old guy, and he’s got company: Two female zombies are on his heels. They split up and wander off in different directions.

“It looks like there’s a lot of them out there,” Belinda says. “Are you sure there are no other ways?”

“This side of the building is the least crowded, as far as I can tell,” the cop says. She’s sounding hesitant, too. “I only have six rounds left, so we can’t shoot our way through. We’ll have to make a run for it.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Aksel says.

The cop turns her head to send him an icy stare. “Like I said, this is our best option.”

“And I’m telling you, it’ll be fucking suicide,” Aksel says, pointing. “Look, there’s three more … the street is crawling with them. We’ll get boxed in before we can even get past the parking lot.”

“If we stay close together, we’ll be fine,” the cop says. “We’ll just have to keep moving and not let them pin us down.”

“I think Aksel is right,” Belinda says, rubbing her arm. “I think we should reconsider this … maybe wait till it dies down a little.”

“This won’t die down,” the cop says. “And even if it did, we don’t have time to wait. My daughter is still alive—I just got a text from her. But every minute I waste standing around, she might get attacked and—”

“And that’s not our problem right now,” Aksel says. “Look, we want to help you get to her, but if we rush it, we’ll get bitten. I’ve seen tons of people do stupid shit these past few days, and they’re all fucking dead now!”

The cop—obviously not used to getting told off—bites down hard. She looks from Aksel to Belinda, and then she says in an icy voice: “I’m leaving now. Through those doors. With or without you. It’s as simple as that. You either follow me, or you stay. It’s all the same to me.”

“So much for working together,” Aksel scoffs. “You wanted our help, but only if we do as you say, is that it?”

“Let’s get this straight,” the cop says, leaning closer to Aksel. She’s an inch taller than him, and her eyes are shooting fire now. For a moment he’s afraid she might punch him. “You guys are not my responsibility. My daughter is. Nothing else matters to me. Now if you—”

“Rosa!?”

Aksel jolts, then turns to Belinda. She’s looking back down the hallway. It’s only now Aksel realizes he was so wrapped up in arguing with the cop that he didn’t notice Rosa slipping away. She’s crouching by the dead guy who’s lying on his back, arms splayed out. It looks like someone stomped on his face several times. The color of the skin on his hands reveals that he was a zombie when it happened.

“No, don’t touch him!” Belinda shrieks, running for her daughter. “What are you doing?”

“It’s okay, Mom,” the girl says, standing back up. “He’s already dead. His brain has been destroyed, see? That means he’s really dead.”

“Jesus,” Belinda breathes, grabbing the girl and hauling her back. “You can’t touch them, and you can’t wander off like that!”

“I wasn’t wandering off,” Rosa mutters.

“What were you doing, then?” Aksel asks as Belinda brings the girl back.

Rosa shrugs. “I was feeling for car keys in his pockets, of course. He didn’t have any on him.”

There’s a moment of silence. Aksel, Belinda and the cop all exchange looks.

“Damnit,” Aksel snorts. “The kid is the only one thinking constructively here.”

“That … was a good idea, Rosa,” Belinda concedes. “But please, next time, tell us about it first, okay?”

“Okay, sure.” The girl points. “I’d like to go check that guy out there now. I think there’s a good chance he’ll have keys on him, don’t you? I mean, he was probably headed for his car when he got hit.”

“No way,” Belinda says. “You’re not going out there.”

“But he’s pretty close to the doors,” Rosa argues. “I can reach him in, like, three seconds. I’ll be back inside before any of them even see me.”

“I said no!” Belinda almost shouts.

“It’s not a bad idea,” Aksel mutters. Belinda glares at him, and is obviously about to give him an earful, so Aksel quickly adds: “I’m not saying Rosa should do it. I’ll do it. I’m probably the fastest of us anyway.”

“You’re also the biggest,” Rosa points out. “They’ll see you right away. I’m a lot smaller. They might not even notice me.”

“I told you, there’s no way in hell you’re doing it,” Belinda scolds her, grabbing hold of her shirt, as though she’s afraid Rosa might suddenly make a run for the door. “You’re staying right here with me.”

Rosa looks up at her mother, and for the first time, Aksel sees defiance in her eyes. “It was my idea, Mom. I should be the one to do it.”

“No. No way.”

“My hands are smaller, too. They can slip inside the pockets easily, and—”

“I said no!”

“What if I go with her?” the cop suggests.

Belinda rounds on her. “How would that make it any safer?”

“I can cover her,” the cop goes on. “If they spot us and come for us, I’ll put them down. It shouldn’t take her more than thirty seconds to check all the pockets. It could be done.”

“No,” Belinda says, crossing her arms. “Absolutely no way.”

“I’m going with her, too,” Aksel joins in. “I’ve fought them off before, I know how to do it. And with two bodyguards, Rosa will be safe. If shit gets too hot, we can always abandon and run back inside.”

Belinda shakes her head. “It’s not happening. I’m not letting her out there.”

“But, Mom—”

“I’ll do it,” Belinda cuts her off. “You guys cover me. Rosa stays here. How’s that?”

The cop glances sideways at Aksel, as though asking without words what his assessment of Belinda is.

“Hold up your hand, please,” Aksel tells Belinda.

She frowns. “What? Why?”

“Like this.” He holds his hand at chest-level, palm down. “Please, just do it.”

Belinda hesitantly mimics his gesture. Her hand is trembling badly.

“Now you, Rosa.”

The girl—seemingly having caught on—immediately places her hand next to her mother’s. It’s completely steady.

“That’s what I thought. You’re way too scared, Belinda.” Aksel tries his best to not sound accusatory. “You’ll fumble. You’ll take longer. You might even drop the keys if you do find them. I think it’s better Rosa does it. And I really think it’s our best shot of getting out of here alive.”

Belinda lets out a sound that’s halfway a sigh, halfway a “shit!” She runs both hands through her hair. Then she takes hold of Rosa’s shoulders and looks her daughter in the eye. “Are you positive … are you absolutely certain you can do this?”

“Absolutely, Mom.” Seeing that her mother is still on the fence, the girl goes on: “It was scary back at Helen’s place. When I found the zombie woman in the ambulance. But I also learned how slow they are. Aksel’s right, we can easily run from them. I’m still scared of them, but not nearly as much as I was. I froze up back then, but I won’t do that again.”

Aksel is once again struck by the strange way the girl talks. It’s like she’s a news reporter reading off a prompter. There’s hardly any emotion behind the words, but somehow that makes them seem more convincing. Perhaps because she’s not trying to convince her mother; she’s simply stating facts.

Belinda shakes her head again, but then she mutters: “Okay.” She looks up at Aksel. “But if anything happens to her, I’ll kill you.”

Aksel doesn’t smile. “That’s a very fair deal.”
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“Oh, Ella …” Marit sobs. She reaches out her hands as though she’s about to step into the bathroom and embrace her.

Ella points at her. “No. Stay back.” Her voice is firm. “Don’t touch me.”

Marit flinches. “Jesus,” she whispers, hiding her face in her hands. “Not you too … I’ve lost everybody …”

The old lady comes shuffling into view, wrapping her arm around Marit’s shoulders. She looks in at Ella, a mixture of empathy, disgust and trepidation on her face. “I’m sorry,” she says stiffly. “You should lock yourself in there.” Then she gently pulls Marit from view.

Ella blinks and looks at the Black guy, who’s the only one still standing there, looking in at her. “Guess I should,” she mutters, wiping her forehead. Her palm comes away all wet. “Fuck, how couldn’t I have noticed?”

“I didn’t see it, either,” the guy says in a low voice. “I was so focused on him.”

Ella suddenly feels like a stranger in her own body. It’s like her mind is getting ready to leave it. Like it never really belonged there in the first place, but was only renting the space, and now it’s just received an eviction notice: You are hereby notified that you must vacate the premises before the end of the day …

Except she won’t have till the end of the day.

How fast will I go? It took Gunnar a couple of hours. Greta only a few minutes.

“Okay,” Ella says, taking a deep breath. She’s still surprised at how calm she feels. Shouldn’t she be freaking out? She’s probably in a state of shock. “Okay,” she says again. “I suppose … I suppose this is it, then. Could you … would you let me …?” She’s not really sure what she wants to ask the guy for. “Can I see the sky one more time?”

The Black guy discreetly gives her the elevator look, ending back up at her face. Then he nods once. “Sure. Come on.”

“No!” the old lady caws, as Ella steps out of the bathroom. “No, you stay in there! What are you doing, letting her out? She’s contagious!”

“I won’t touch any of you,” Ella hears herself say. She feels like an alien that’s just landed from her spaceship. That’s how they’re all looking at her. The lady, the man, Marit—who’s still bawling and muttering how sorry she is. Surprisingly, Ella finds that she feels sorry for her. She’s the one who just lost both her parents—Ella is sure that’s the real reason she’s crying anyway—and she’s also the one who’ll have to go on being afraid and fleeing and fighting for her life. Ella, on the other hand, finds that she has nothing left to fear.

Apparently, when you’re already dead, nothing is a threat to you.

She steps to the windows facing the terrace. Gunnar is still going at the door, and an old woman with most of her chin gone has joined him. Ella expects them to step sideways towards her. But they don’t. Ella goes to stand right in front of Gunnar. She waves her arm in front of his face, but it’s like he’s looking right through her. His Black eyes are fixed on the others.

“Well,” Ella murmurs, lowering her arm again. “There’s the final proof, I guess. I’m no longer interesting to him.” She sends the Black guy a look, then goes back to the other end of the room to look out. She studies the sky for a minute or so. It’s blue and beautiful. A flock of doves flies by. She was expecting to cry or at the very least feel sentimental. But she doesn’t really feel anything at all.

The old lady clears her throat sharply. “I think you should go now.”

Ella sighs. “Yeah, you’re right.” She turns and walks back to the bathroom. She’s suddenly very aware that these are the last steps she’ll ever take. Like an inmate on death row on her way to the electric chair.

She stops in front of the open bathroom door. Suddenly, the room feels very small and crammed. As a kid, Ella suffered from claustrophobia. It started one summer, when she was playing in the street with the neighbor’s boy. His parents had just gotten a new refrigerator, and the old one was sitting in their back garden, waiting to get taken to the dump. They were playing around, pretending the fridge was a safe full of gold bars they had to break into, and Ella climbed inside it to get at the treasure. Somehow, the door got stuck, and she was caught in complete darkness for five minutes or so, screaming and kicking at the door, until finally, the boy fetched his dad who let her out.

Ever since that, tight, dark places have been troublesome to Ella. She hasn’t felt claustrophobic for years, but suddenly, now, it comes rushing back, and she finds herself unable to step inside the bathroom.

“What are you waiting for?” the old lady barks. “You need to get in there, before you—”

“You want company?” The black guy is suddenly next to her. “I can go with you in there. At least for a couple of minutes.”

Ella tries to smile, but her lips begin to quiver instead. “Thank you,” she whispers. “I’d like that very much.”

They step into the bathroom together, and the guy gently closes the door.
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“Wait,” Aksel says. “I need some kind of weapon.”

The cop and Rosa both look at him as he scans the hallway. The only thing there is the table. He goes and tips it onto its side. The top is wood, but the legs are metal. They’re secured with four thick screws. He has nothing to unscrew them with, so he simply kicks the leg hard. After four tries, it breaks off. Aksel picks it up, pulls the screws out and weighs the metal bar in his hands. It’s hollow and not quite as heavy as he would have liked. It’s also varnished, which makes it slightly slippery. But it can certainly do the job.

“Okay,” he says. “This will work.”

“Are you sure about this?” Belinda asks as they all move closer to the glass doors.

Aksel isn’t sure whom exactly she’s addressing, so he’s about to answer, when Rosa beats him to it.

“We can’t give any guarantees, Mom,” the girl says, not even looking back. She seems zeroed in on the task. “It’s not like we’re selling used cars, you know? But I promise to be as quick and careful as I can.”

“Jesus,” Belinda mutters.

The cop reaches the glass doors and leans forward to look in both directions. “We’re clear. The nearest ones are those two, in the street.” She nods, and Aksel follows her gaze to see a man and a woman staggering aimlessly about.

“Okay,” he breathes. “You guys ready? I say we go for it, before we get too nerv—”

Rosa pushes open the door and bolts.

Aksel jolts into action as he follows her, and the cop is on his heels.

The girl really is quick. As Aksel steps out into the pale, blue daylight, she’s already halfway there. He squints as he follows her, jogging while scanning his surroundings, keeping the metal bar ready to swing. Even though no zombies are near, and despite the fact that the parking lot is actually very open and easy to survey, he still immediately feels like a sitting duck. His adrenaline was already firing up, and now he finds himself back in all-out survival mode. Surprisingly, he feels more comfortable with it this time.

I’m getting used to this shit. It must be how soldiers deal with going into combat over and over again.

Rosa almost throws herself on the guy, plunging her hands into his pockets. She goes for the jacket first, inner and outer, then, as they don’t produce anything but a pack of paper handkerchiefs, a cell phone and a wallet, she dives under the car, going for his pants. As Rosa squeezes under the car, she inadvertently kicks him on the shoulder, then on the side of his head. He’s wearing one of those bomber hats Aksel always found stupid, and surprisingly, it’s stayed on his head even as he was run over. Now, Rosa’s shoe kicks the hat off his head, revealing a balding scalp underneath.

Aksel immediately sees the greenish color of the skin on the guy’s head, and it makes him freeze.

In a flash, he realizes the flaw in their plan.

The one thing they overlooked.

They were all so focused on the zombies prowling the parking lot, that they never really paid attention to the guy under the car.

Aksel just assumed he was dead. Really dead. He didn’t look closer, didn’t check to see if the guy was still moving. And maybe he wasn’t. Still, they should have thought of it.

Apparently roused by the kick to his head, the guy comes to life. He tries to sit up, then, finding himself unable to do so, due to his arm being pinned under the tire, he instead grabs for Rosa’s legs with the other hand. The girl screams in surprise. From some place farther away, Belinda screams, too.

Aksel is only five paces away. He moves swiftly, closes the distance and takes a running swing at the guy’s head. The table leg connects right above his ear, giving off a loud, meaty CLONG and sends painful jabs through both his wrists. Aksel hardly notices. He swings again, from the other side this time. Another crushing blow to the cranium of the guy. It would be more than enough to knock out a live person. Yet the weapon isn’t heavy enough to actually crack the skull, so the bald guy simply shakes it off and keeps clawing at Rosa’s legs.

Aksel strikes him again, this time right in the face. The guy’s nose is audibly crushed, and a mixture of pinkish blood and yellow snot explodes all over his face. This time, the guy doesn’t even seem to notice—he’s so focused on pulling Rosa’s kicking legs to his mouth. One of her shoes comes loose, and she screams again.

Aksel raises the table leg for yet another blow, biting down hard. “You stop that, you fucking piece of—”

A bright flash from the side. A tiny hole appears on the crown of the guy’s head. He jerks once, then slumps back down.

Aksel blinks, realizing his hearing is gone. Turning his head, he sees the cop standing there, still with the gun aimed at the guy. She looks to the side, then directly at Aksel, and says something he can’t hear.

Following her gaze, Aksel turns to see five undead coming right at them. Staggering eagerly, arms outstretched, they’re quickly closing the distance.

Out of the corner of his eye, Aksel notices Rosa’s legs disappear under the car. Then the cop starts firing. She does so meticulously, aiming carefully, taking down the zombies one at a time. But the shots are drawing more of them. They’re coming from the other direction too now.

The cop turns to send Aksel a significant look. She shouts something. All he hears is a piercing ringing. Reading her lips, however, he catches the last word: “… run!”

Aksel has no other choice. He turns and bolts for the glass doors.
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Ella keeps looking at the clock on her phone. Only five minutes have passed since they got in here. It feels like five hours.

She knows she needs to make one last phone call. She promised. And she will. But she dreads it. She’s fine with postponing the awful conversation. It’ll break her mother’s heart. Ella wants to give her a few more minutes of ignorant bliss.

Outside, Marit is sobbing. The old lady and the fat man exchange a few words now and then, but mostly, they’re quiet. Ella can still hear Gunnar and the woman going at the terrace door. She can also hear fighting, shouting, screaming going on all around them. But less so. If she had to guess, not many people in the building are still alive. The sounds of grunts and groans and shuffling feet are more prominent. Most of the residents are probably zombies by now. From farther away, she can hear sirens.

It’s spreading like crazy. They won’t be able to contain it.

Ella doesn’t want to worry about that now. She can’t do anything about it. She tried her best to stop it, but it isn’t her fault that it got out here in Mo. It was Gunnar. He should have never left Torik.

She sighs deeply. She’s sitting on the toilet. The black guy has slumped to the floor, resting his back against the door. He’s staring at the wall. As Ella’s fever has gotten worse, the fear has also come creeping. It’s settling in her solar plexus, forming an icy ball, and she’s begun shivering all over.

“Never imagined I’d die so young,” she mutters, breaking the silence. “Or on the toilet.”

The guy looks up at her. “I don’t think any of us can foresee our own death.”

Ella studies him for a moment, as he seems to slip back into thought. “Thank you for doing this,” she says. “It’s nice to not be alone right now.”

“Of course,” he says simply.

“I don’t even know your name,” she goes on. “I’m Ella.”

“Hagos,” he says.

“Are you an immigrant?”

“Uh-huh. Been here for almost two years now.”

“I figured when you told me you’d fought for your life before. Was there a war in your country?”

He nods. “For as long as I can remember.”

“I’m sorry. Glad you could come here, then.”

“Me too.”

A moment of silence.

“You know,” Ella says thoughtfully. “I think I would have been good at this. Survival, I mean. I never really thought about it, because … why would I? I’ve never been in a real life or death situation before. Not until last night. And sure, it was scary and all, but … I still knew what to do, and I was able to do it. I mean, I fought off a grown soldier. He was feverish, but still.”

Hagos nods slowly. “I think you would have been good at it too.”

Ella looks up to the ceiling and lets out a long sigh. “It doesn’t really hurt. Not yet at least. But I’m getting really scared.”

“Do you want to pray?”

The question catches her off guard. “I think that would be weird … praying to a god I never believed in.”

“He won’t mind, trust me.”

“Are you a Muslim?”

“Christian.”

“I wish I believed in heaven. It must be a great comfort, knowing that we’ll be going somewhere pleasant once we die. “

“That’s not really how it works.”

“How so?”

“Heaven is not a place, and death is not an event.”

Ella raises her eyebrows. “I don’t think I follow.”

Hagos wets his lips. “Heaven is what we are. And death … well, it’s just an illusion that comes to an end. The body, that is.”

“Wait, so, the body isn’t real?”

“No.”

“Come on, you can’t really believe that …” Ella holds up her hand. “I can see my fingers. I can feel them.”

Hagos shrugs. “We can see and feel plenty of things that aren’t real.”

“Yes, but … the body is a physical thing. It’s made of stuff.”

“What stuff?”

“Muscles, bones. Matter.”

“And what is matter made off?”

“Molecules and atoms, I guess.”

“Did you know that atoms are 99 percent nothing? The stuff making up your body is no more physical than the air around you. You just perceive it differently.”

Ella chews on this. “So, you’re saying we’re not real? Us? Humans?”

“Oh, no, we are very much real. But our bodies are not.”

Ella is reminded of the acute sense of being a visitor in her own skin that she suddenly felt when realizing she would die. “I guess it makes sense,” she admits. “So, what does it mean that I am heaven?”

“It means you are complete. You can never be anything else.”

Ella considers this. While the words don’t really make any sense to the logical part of her mind, and the concepts seem to collide with each other, like pieces from different puzzles that were never meant to fit together, something feels like it’s falling into place on a deeper level. An understanding that’s below the level of words, even thoughts.

“I guess the concept of a god just never really made sense to me,” she goes on, realizing she’s enjoying the conversation—it keeps the fear at bay. “I mean, with all the different religions all over the world, believing in so many different gods … how do you know which one is true?”

“There’s only one true god.”

She raises an eyebrow. “And that happens to be yours? The Christian god?”

“Yes. And all the others.”

“So they’re all true?”

“They are all one.”

“How can that be? How can, say, the Muslim and Christian gods be the same? They have different books and everything.”

Hagos considers this for a moment. “Think of it as the sun. A lot of people have worshipped it throughout history, yes? The Egyptians called it Ra. The Greeks named it Helios. Your ancestors thought of it as a goddess by the name of Sol. Do you really think the sun cares what names we give it? It shines on all of us, regardless. It cannot do anything else. It is light. God can only love, because that is what He is.”

The guy talks in a matter-of-fact way, like he’s explaining how to make an omelet or get from here to the airport. Perhaps that’s why the words seem to hit home with Ella in a way that she’s never felt before. Like basically every other Norwegian, she was baptized, confirmed and generally raised a Protestant. She goes to church on Christmas, and in school she was taught the Lord’s Prayer. But it was all lip service. She never took any of it seriously.

And yet, the way Hagos phrases it now, it’s all suddenly very clear to her. Perhaps facing death plays a part in it too. Either way, she feels a sense of comfort deep inside, knowing that it’s the truth. That she’s already safe.

“So,” she says, clearing her throat as her voice breaks. “What does happen then? When I die? If I’m not my body, and if I’m already in heaven … what’ll become of this thing that people call Ella? The one who’s thinking and talking and feeling stuff?”

The guy tilts his head. “What happens to a wave when it crashes?”

“It … goes back to being water, I guess.”

“And what was it before it became a wave?”

“I don’t know … water?”

“And was it ever anything else?”

“No, I … I guess not.”

Hagos smiles. “Then there’s your answer.”

Ella takes a deep breath through her nose. Then she says quietly: “I think I’m ready to pray now.”
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It feels like one of those nightmares where you try to run, but you’re moving painfully slow.

The glass doors seem a lot farther away than just a moment ago. Perhaps it’s got something to do with the zombies closing in from both sides. The parking lot, which was all but empty thirty seconds prior, is now crawling with them. They’re obviously either drawn by the sound of the gun being fired, or the fact that three living prey are suddenly available. Maybe both. Aksel doesn’t have time to worry about it. He just sprints for safety.

Belinda comes bursting out of the doors just as he reaches them. They collide, and he pushes her back. She screams and thrashes and tries to get free. Aksel can’t hold her, and she’s about to slip past him and run for certain death, so he grabs her around the waist and lifts her off the ground. Carrying her through the open doors, she writhes and claws at his arms. Aksel drops her on her ass, then spins around and slams the glass doors half a second before the closest zombie bumps into it.

Locking the doors requires a key card, perhaps the one the cop has in her pocket, but luckily, they only open out, which means the zombies probably won’t figure it out. Already, three of them are pressing up against the glass, and more are joining in. The push from the crowd of bodies is enough to pin the doors shut, but not to break the glass.

Aksel backs away, breathing fast, trying to understand what just happened.

Belinda comes from the side, raining slaps and punches on him, screaming like an Amazon, her hair whipping around her head. “You piece of shit! You fucking asshole! You killed her! You killed my little girl!”

Aksel catches her wrists, which only makes her try and kick him in the nuts, so he shoves her back. “Hold on!” he tells her, his own voice tinny in his ears. “Please, stop!”

Belinda glares at him, wildfire in her eyes, her lips quivering uncontrollably. “You left her out there! You ran like a fucking coward and left her to die!”

Aksel looks out the glass doors. It’s difficult to see anything because of the crowd on the other side, but standing on his toes, stretching his neck, he can make out the MPV. Behind the wheel sits the cop. She looks out of breath, but she doesn’t seem hurt. She’s staring at the zombies crowding the car. Some of them are trying to get at her, clawing at the window. Others, Aksel notices, have dropped to their hands and knees and are reaching under the car. The space below seems narrow—perhaps too narrow for them to actually squeeze in there, like Rosa did. And judging by how eager they seem to get in there, he can only assume the girl is still under the car. And alive.

She could be fine. Maybe they can’t get to her.

As though picking up on his thoughts, the cop looks right over at him. Their eyes lock, and she makes a gesture. Raising her hand, she first points down, then forms a circle with her thumb and index finger. The universal signal for “OK.”

“You piece of shit!” Belinda wails, attacking him again, this time with less determination. Her knees buckle, and Aksel catches her as she collapses and begins bawling. “You fucking … asshole! Oh, God, Rosa! My little girl!”

“She’s okay!” Aksel says. “Rosa’s okay!”

Belinda doesn’t seem to hear him. Aksel holds her firmly by the shoulders and ducks down to catch her eyes. “Listen to me, Belinda! Rosa is alive! She’s safe!”

Belinda blinks, gasps for breath, and seems to try and understand the words. “She’s … she’s not dead?”

“No, she’s fine! She’s under the car, and they can’t get to her.”

Belinda blinks again, frowning, then looks towards the glass doors.

“You can’t see it, but the cop—” Aksel cuts himself off as he sees the cop holding up an open notebook. She presses it against the car window. Across the pages, crudely written, he can just make out: SAYS SHE’S NOT HURT – Z CAN’T REACH HER. Aksel points. “Look!” Then, realizing Belinda can’t see it: “She’s holding up a sign saying that Rosa is fine, that they can’t get to her!”

Belinda stops crying, and her expression instead morphs into one of fear. “Are you … are you sure?”

“Yes,” Aksel nods, looking out again, as the cop holds up the notebook again, having turned a page over to a new message.

ROSA HAS KEY — NOW WHAT?
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“Thank you,” Ella whispers as Hagos stops talking.

She opens her eyes only to find that tears have spilled down her cheeks.

“You’re welcome,” he says quietly, getting to his feet. “I think it’s time for me to …” He gestures at the door.

Ella wipes her eyes in her sleeve and nods. “I know. It’s fine. I need to call my mother anyway.”

He turns, takes out the key, and is about to open the door.

“Hagos? I have one more question.”

He looks back. “Sure?”

“What are they? The zombies?”

Hagos looks her in the eye for a long moment. “I thought about that. They’re definitely dead.”

“Yeah, I know, but … what does that mean? Are they just bodies walking around? Are they nothing?”

Hagos runs the tip of his tongue over his lips. “All I know is, God cannot create sickness or evil. Only we can. So whatever they are, they are man-made.”

Ella scoffs. “That makes sense. Of course we had to fuck it up for ourselves.”

Hagos doesn’t smile. “It’s good news.”

“How so?”

“Because God’s creations can never perish.”

He says it like it’s supposed to answer her question. It takes a moment to realize that it does. “They can be stopped,” she whispers. “It can be fixed.”

Hagos nods. “There is hope.”

Ella takes another deep breath. Then she says: “Good luck.”

Hagos sends her one last look before closing the door gently.

Ella holds up her phone. It’s only got 9 percent power left. Enough for one last call. She doesn’t really feel ready to call her mom. But at least she’s less fearful now. The prayer and the crying alleviated a lot of it.

You can get through it. Stay strong for her one last time.

Ella makes the call.
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“Goddamnit,” Ragnar hisses, pulling his hands from the freezing water.

He tucks them under his armpits. He tried his best to make it quick, yet just a few seconds down there was enough to turn his fingertips blue. He really didn’t want to do it, but the fat bitch of course had to make life difficult for him, even after her death, getting herself turned the wrong way around, so he had no choice. Luckily, though, it’s now been fixed, and he can return to the cave.

He pulls his gloves back on and is about to turn around, when he once again picks up a sound from across the valley. He looks in the direction of the military facility. From here, he has a clear view of the place where the ridge over there meets the sky. He pulls out his binoculars. He can see thin streams of white smoke rising. Truck, probably. Or generators of some kind.

Of all the places they could have chosen …

Ragnar never trusted the government, the military, the police, politicians or any other form of authorities. Growing up with his stepdad—who had little love for anyone, especially his illegitimate son, whom he only reluctantly accepted responsibility for after Ragnar’s mother died tragically in a car accident—Ragnar was taught very early on that no one who’s imposing rules or restrictions on you is to be depended on for any kind of protection or affection.

Being raised by a hardened veteran, Ragnar himself turned hard and made independence his number one concern. He knew the world humans had built wasn’t meant to last, and he for one would be ready for the collapse when it came.

It was really nothing more than history repeating itself. The Mayas, the Egyptians, the Romans—all of these great civilizations which spanned centuries and which everyone thought would last forever had crumbled to dust.

This current so-called civilization, the West, may only be centuries old, but it’s already rotten through-and-through. Those who choose not to see it are willfully blind. Ragnar has seen it since his childhood, and he always knew it was a matter of time before the whole overripe structure came crashing down.

And now, it’s finally begun.

He lowers the binoculars and chews on his tongue. He holds no illusions that the makeshift concentration camp they’ve set up over there will be safe. Someone will fuck up, abandon their post, or maybe even sabotage something on purpose. And then all hell will break loose.

Need to get ready. Need to figure out a defense strategy.

Ragnar always likes to prepare for the worst. Hope is for idiots, and not having a plan will get you in trouble. So far, ever since he heard about the infection on the news, everything has played out pretty much according to how he wanted. With the sole exception of the curveball that was Kristoffer’s insistence that they help out the fat couple back at the car. That, too, however, Ragnar had managed to incorporate into his planning, even turning it into an unforeseen advantage, one they’ll benefit from for weeks to come, maybe even—

A vibration from his chest pocket cuts his train of thought abruptly.

He yanks out the transmitter. The red diode is on. But only for a couple of seconds—then it begins blinking. Which is bad news. A constant light means one of the sensors has been triggered. The blinking, however, means that one of the sensors has been disconnected. And since they’re all well hidden, animals can’t get to them. Only humans can do that.

Another curveball. Ragnar hates curveballs.

“Fuck,” he mutters, spinning on his heel and running back up the hill, praying he won’t be too late.
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“Oh, Rosa … oh, my sweet girl … she must be scared out of her mind …”

Belinda sits by the wall, shaking her head, constantly running her hands through her hair.

Aksel strides back and forth, chewing his knuckle, trying to think. “Okay, listen,” he mutters, speaking more to himself than Belinda. “Rosa has the key. But she’s trapped under the car. It’s simple, really. It comes down to three options. We either lure them away, shoot our way through, or find some way of shielding or camouflaging ourselves so we can walk right out there.”

Belinda looks up at him with eyes red and puffy. “We have no guns, so that’s only two options.”

“You’re right. The cop told me she knew where there might be a gun, but I assume it’s not inside this building, or she would have taken us to—”

A noise from down the hallway makes Aksel spin around. From around the corner comes a tall, skinny dude. He looks like he used to work in a postal office. His uniform has been torn open in several places, most notably around his groin, and Aksel can make out the crater where his inner thigh used to be. Whoever ate away at him apparently didn’t have a taste for anything too exotic, because the guy’s cash and price are both still there, dangling next to the open wound.

“Oh, Jesus,” Aksel exclaims, as the guy heads for them, limping eagerly.

Belinda screams and jumps to her feet. She begins running for the glass doors, then thinks better of it, as the crowd of zombies are still out there.

Aksel goes for the table leg, which he placed against the wall. Picking it up, he tells Belinda: “Stay back! Let me handle him!” The message seems redundant, because Belinda obviously isn’t intent on getting into a fight with the zombie.

Aksel goes to meet the guy. It’s not that he’s eager to get cracking, it’s more so that he can create as much distance to Belinda as possible. He has no idea how many blows it’ll take to bring the guy down, but he needs all the room he can get.

As the guy comes within swinging distance, Aksel takes the first shot. Just as he does, the guy trips over his own feet and lunges forward. It happens so fast, Aksel doesn’t have time to adjust the swing. The table leg connects with the side of the guy’s head, but way too close to Aksel’s hands, and there’s barely enough force behind it to send him sideways. Only because the guy was already falling does he actually keel over. On his way down, his left hand catches Aksel’s sleeve, and he almost yanks him off balance.

“Fuck!” Aksel grunts, managing to rip free and step back, as the zombie immediately goes for his legs instead. He crawls after Aksel, but now Aksel has a way better shot at his head, and this time there’s no risk of the guy falling.

He puts all his strength into the swing, and the table leg connects perfectly. There’s an audible crack, almost like dry wood breaking, and the guy collapses onto his side. He begins jerking with both arms and legs. It looks like a toy robot with faulty wiring trying to get up. Aksel delivers one more blow to the already-broken skull, and it makes the spasms end abruptly.

Breathing heavily, Aksel steps back. The smell of blood and something else—brain-matter, perhaps?—is almost rich enough in the air to cause him to retch. He swallows and turns to Belinda. “You all right?”

She’s staring at the dead guy, disgust and fear on her face. Then she looks at Aksel, closes her mouth, and nods once.

“Good,” he pants. “It’s really whipping me into shape, this constant taking full-force swings … I guess baseball players have an advantage now that the world is ending, huh?” Belinda doesn’t answer, so he goes on: “Okay, now, where were we?”

“No … no guns,” she says, fighting to keep her eyes off the dead guy.

“Right. So that leaves either luring them away from the car, or we find some armor that they can’t bite through. I’m not entirely sure what this place was used for before, but I think they could have some medical equipment, perhaps hazmat suits of some kind.”

Belinda shakes her head with a grave expression. “That won’t be enough. They tear right through fabric. They warned about that on the news. Even leather jackets and stuff.”

“Yeah, I know,” Aksel mutters, glancing at the awful crater between the guy’s legs. The thick denim did little to keep out the set of teeth that attacked the poor dude. “Unless they kept proper riot gear lying around, I think that option is out, too. And we have no way of knowing whether camouflage will work.”

“What do you mean by camouflage, exactly?”

“You didn’t watch The Walking Dead?” Aksel asks, genuinely surprised. “It’s in one of the first episodes.”

“No,” Belinda says, shaking her head. “I hate all that stuff.”

“Well, they smeared themselves in the rotten intestines of deceased zombies. That meant the living zombies couldn’t smell them, and took them to be their kind.” Aksel shrugs. “Why they never used that trick again always bothered me, but—”

“There’s no way I’m doing that,” Belinda says, utter disgust painted on her face.

“No, I figured. Then we’re down to some sort of diversion. Getting them away from the car.”

“But how are we going to do that?” Belinda says. “We can’t even get out there.”

“Not through that exit, at least,” Aksel says, nodding towards the glass doors. “But maybe we …” He trails off as he takes in the view of the parking lot. The MPV is right in the center, facing east. The cop is still behind the wheels—she’s on the phone with someone, and she has a blank expression in her eyes. Then Aksel notices something out there he didn’t pay any heed to before.

“What?” Belinda says, sounding immediately alarmed. “What is it? What’s wrong? Do you see Rosa?”

“No,” Aksel says, stepping closer. “That wire up there ... you think that’ll hold both of us?”

Belinda follows his gaze.

There’s a metal wire running from the building, across the parking lot, to the nearest light post. The wire is there to escort a thick cord. They’re strapped together for every yard or so. They pass right over the MPV.

“That’s not happening,” Belinda says. “You’ve got to be insane to attempt a stunt like that.”

“I’ve done more insane stunts these past few days,” Aksel mutters. “I think this is doable. And I think it’s our best bet.”

“So, you want to brachiate over there, drop down onto the car, and climb in through the sunroof? All the while surrounded by those infected people trying to grab us? And if we slip, we’re dead?”

“Yeah, that’s the idea.”

Belinda shakes her head. “Then what? Assuming we succeed, we’ll just be trapped inside the car too, and Rosa, my poor girl, she’ll still be … oh, God … this is just awful …” She begins sobbing again.

Aksel tunes out the sound. He’s suddenly lost in thought. It’s a good question she just posed. About what the next step will be once they’re all inside the car. Because Rosa will still be underneath it, along with the key. To even start the car, they’ll need to …

Absently, his hand goes to his pocket. His own keys are still in there. The one to his bike, the one to his apartment, and the spare one to his dad’s truck. He’ll probably never use any of them again, but …

Taking out the bundle, he looks at them. They’re kept together with the chain Jakob gave him as a birthday present a few years back. It’s a black aluminum ball which can be screwed open. Inside is a magnet on a string that unrolls. On the outside of the ball is the text: FISHING FOR METAL. It’s the name of a trash rock band Aksel was into at the time. The magnet is obviously just a gimmick, but he tested it back then, and it worked just fine. Will it still work?

He opens the ball, pulls out the magnet, picks up the table leg and places them close to each other. The magnet grabs onto it eagerly. “Fuck … this might just work.”

“What the hell are you doing?” Belinda spouts. “Are you playing with magnets?”

Aksel beams at her. “I just figured it out. You’re gonna love this …”

Explaining his plan to Belinda, she doesn’t look at all like she shares his excitement. In fact, she looks even more skeptical. “That’s … a real long shot, you know that, right?”

“It’s our best shot.”

“No. I told you, there’s no way I’m doing it. Can’t you see you’re putting us all in danger? This whole thing was your idea, and—”

“No, it wasn’t. It was Rosa’s. And it was a good idea. We just … forgot to cover all bases.”

“Well, you condoned the idea!” She stares at him, visibly angry, but also on the verge of tears again.

“Listen,” Aksel says. “I know this looks bad. But we can fix it. I’m not trying to place any of us in danger. I’m not suggesting this just for the thrill of it. Sure, I take chances. That’s just who I am. But I honestly think this is the way to go. Because I don’t believe help is on its way. And it won’t stop or die down, either. What’s going on out there”—he points through the glass doors—“it’s only getting worse. If you and I don’t do anything, then Rosa will be trapped out there for a long time. I don’t want that. I want us all to get the hell out of here, unharmed. Now, if you have a better plan, I’m all ears. If not, then I’m going. And I think you should come to, because if you stay here, you’ll be on your own, and I don’t see how we’ll get you safely into the car.”

Belinda stares at him, breathing through her nose. He can tell she’s internally fighting herself. Then she sighs. “I don’t have a better plan …”

Aksel touches her shoulder. “Then let’s get going. Let’s go save Rosa.”
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“Ella?”

She thought she was ready to hear her mom’s voice. But the mixture of hope and relief is so strong, it’s almost palpable, and it immediately makes her throat constrict.

“Are you there, honey?”

“I am,” Ella croaks, swallowing painfully. “Are you okay, Mom?”

“I’m fine. God, am I glad to hear from you.”

Ella squeezes her lips together. Don’t celebrate just yet … “I, uhm …”

“Are you safe?”

“Yeah, I am.”

“You don’t sound fine. You sure you’re not in danger?”

“Don’t worry, Mom. I’m perfectly safe now.”

“Good.” Cautious relief in her voice.

Ella picks up on noises in the background. Grunts, groans, scraping fingers. She frowns. “Are you okay, Mom? I can hear infected people on your end.”

“I’m not in danger. I’m in a car. They’re outside, but they can’t get in here. No need to worry about me. Where are you?”

“I’m at the old folks’ home. The one next door from Greta and Gunnar.”

“Oh. Yeah, I remember. Marit there with you?”

“Yeah.”

“So, what happened?”

“Well, it’s a long story …” Ella rubs her temple. Sweat is pouring off her, making her hair cling to her head, drenching the borrowed clothes. “I guess I should tell you everything. Are you ... do you have the time?”

“Sure. What’s happened, Ella? Tell me.”

Ella lets out a long, quivering breath. She can taste the fever now. “Okay, listen. Here’s what happened …” And she tells everything. She tries to do so as objectively as she can, simply reporting the events. Her mom listens without interrupting a single time.

“So, now … now I’m going to die, unfortunately,” Ella ends, almost breaking into nervous laughter. “I’m sorry, Mom. I tried to be careful, I really did. I should have just left when I had the chance, I guess. I shouldn’t have given a damn about Gunnar and Greta and Marit, and just bolted. But I didn’t. I messed up.” She can’t hold back the laughter anymore, and as it begins to seep out, she realizes it’s not laughter at all, but tears. “I’m so sorry, Mom. I really am. Please forgive me.”

“For… forgive you?” Her mom’s voice is weaker than she’s ever heard it before. “I’m the one who … I should have been there … I can’t … I don’t know … what to say …”

Ella wipes her nose. “You don’t have to say anything. Don’t blame yourself. No one could have known how serious this was.”

“How … how far along …? Do you think I can …? We’re still an hour away ...”

Ella closes her eyes. “It’ll be too late. But that’s probably best. I don’t want you to be here when I … I wouldn’t recognize you, Mom. And I could hurt you.”

There’s a moment of silence. Then she hears something she can’t immediately place, because she’s never heard it before. Listening, it dawns on her little by little that it’s her mother crying.

“I’m sorry, Mom,” she says again. “You know I love you, right?”

“I love you too, honey. More than anything.”

Ella smiles. “I know.”

They each cry softly for half a minute or so.

“Are you … are you scared?” her mother asks.

“A little. Not nearly as much as I thought I’d be.”

“God, I wish I was there for you, honey.”

“Yeah, me too. But it’s okay. Just talking to you helps a lot.”

Another moment of silence.

Ella begins to feel very tired. “Listen, Mom, I think I should go now …”

“No, Ella, please …”

“I’m sorry, but it’s best. My phone is almost out of battery anyway. I think I’ll try and go to sleep.”

Her mother is all out crying now. “This is all … this is all happening so fast …”

“I know. I thought I had so much time, you know? I was gonna become an architect. Get married. Maybe even have kids. I was always healthy. I thought I’d live to be a hundred.” She scoffs. “Imagine my surprise.”

“Oh, honey … I wish I’d been a better mom for you.”

“What are you talking about? You made me who I am, Mom. You made me strong. You’re the reason I can do this without crumbling. Sure, I’m scared, but … I have this center of gravity, just like you have.”

Her mother sniffs. “I know what you mean, honey. You’re so brave.”

“You taught me that too. I couldn’t have asked for a better mom. Seriously. Remember that, Mom. Please.”

Her mother says weakly: “I will. God, I love you, Ella.”

“Love you too, Mom. Goodbye.”

One last, trembling inbreath, then her mother whispers: “Bye, honey.”

Ella lowers the phone and ends the call.

She closes her eyes and leans sideways. The wall is pleasantly cool against her cheek. The tears and the sweat are both rolling down her face, as she feels a soft darkness rise up inside of her.

This is it. These are my last thoughts. I’m going now.

Then, she’s gone.
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They move carefully back down the hallway, turn the corner, then another one.

Aksel keeps the table leg ready, and Belinda walks right behind him.

“I think this is the way,” he whispers, nodding towards a door marked STAIRS.

He reaches out his free hand and pushes it open. An empty stairwell. Empty, except for a woman lying at the foot of the stairs, facedown. Her neck is obviously broken, and she seems to have suffered a normal death. Her eyes, which are staring up at nothing, are normal.

Belinda gives off a muffled groan.

“It’s okay, don’t look at her,” Aksel mutters, checking both up and down the stairs.

Down seems to lead to a basement—which is the last place they want to be right now. There’s also a fire escape door right across the landing, but lots of hands are eagerly going at it from the outside.

“Come on,” he says over his shoulder, stepping around the woman. “We’re almost there.”

They slip up the steps. Though they try to walk as quietly as possible, the sounds from their shoes cast echoes in the stairwell.

Reaching the next landing, Aksel notices immediately two things. One, the door to the hallway is open—in fact, it seems to have been kicked open, and is hanging from just the top hinge. And second, on the floor is a huge pool of almost-dry blood. Someone was here before, and they were bleeding profusely. The trail seems to continue up the steps toward the third floor. The hallway, or what they can see of it, is empty.

“Okay, you keep your eyes and ears open,” Aksel whispers, pointing towards the hallway. “And I’ll open the window.”

Belinda nods, looking like she wants to run away, but she stays put.

The window is the size of a big mailbox—large enough that they can climb through. The glass is covered with that non-transparent film that’s often used in bathrooms, so Aksel can’t see the parking lot. He unhinges the lock and turns the handle. The window only swings open a couple of inches, then stops as it meets some sort of safety restriction. The sounds from outside immediately becomes louder.

Aksel pulls the window a little harder, trying to figure out where the problem is. There’s a fixed stay at the top. It’s brass and not very thick. Aksel grabs it and tugs at it cautiously. Then he yanks it hard, and it breaks free. He drops it to the floor, then opens the window all the way.

“Aksel,” Belinda whispers. “I think I heard something …”

“Hold on,” he says, leaning out. From up here, he has a clear view over the parking lot. The MPV is still completely surrounded on all sides. He can see the cop behind the wheel, but not her face, and she doesn’t appear to have noticed him. The scene is even more disheartening from up here. He counts at least twenty undead in the parking lot alone, and a dozen more in the street. For as far as he can see, there are cars abandoned or crashed, bodies lying around, and zombies shambling around, looking for someone to attack.

He checks the wall outside the window. There’s nothing to stand on, no fire escapes, ledges or even rain gutters nearby. The only thing within reach is the wire and cable. They’re secured to the wall right above the window, running up a few yards before reaching an electrical box of some kind. What’s holding the wire is a simple eyebolt drilled into the bricks. It looks sturdy enough, though it was hardly meant for climbing. Yet Aksel feels pretty confident it’ll—

“Aksel!”

“What?” he says, looking back.

Belinda doesn’t need to tell him, because he sees for himself. Down the hallway, walking briskly towards them, comes two people. Both of them alive, and seemingly unhurt. One is an older guy, the other—a chubby dude in a tight shirt—is around Aksel’s age. The old guy has a bread knife, and the younger man carries a broom with a flimsy-looking plastic handle—which is just about the poorest choice of weapon Aksel can think off. They’ve obviously spotted Belinda and Aksel and the open window, and seem intent on reaching them, probably eager to escape the building as well.

“Fuck,” Aksel mutters. “I think four is a crowd. The wire won’t carry all of us.”

He considers briefly trying to barricade the door to the stairwell, but it’ll probably be no use. He also has nothing to threaten the men with—on the contrary, they are the ones with the most lethal weapon. The knife, that is. Not the broom.

“Come on,” Aksel whispers, reaching over to grab Belinda’s arm. “We’re going.”

“Wait, I can’t … how do I …?”

Aksel pulls her to the window, wanting her to grab hold of the wire, but she resists.

“It’s easy,” he tells her. “You just wrap your legs around it, then begin climbing.”

“But—”

“Hey!” the old guy shouts. “Wait up!”

“Sssh,” the young guy shushes. “You’ll draw the infected!”

The men have upped the speed and now reach the stairwell. Belinda is still hesitating, and Aksel realizes he’ll have to deal with the men.

“Glad to see someone else alive,” he says, forcing a smile. “You guys okay?”

“We’re fine,” the old guy says, barely looking at Aksel. “Is that a way out? Is it safe?”

“It’s pretty much impossible, to tell you the truth,” Aksel says. “We wanted to jump, but there are too many of them down there.”

“Damnit,” the young guy spits. He keeps darting looks back down the hallway, as though afraid someone is following them. “I told you, man. There’s no getting out of here until the police clear the area …”

“The police,” the old guy snarls. “They’ve up and left, those cowards.” He seems to notice something outside the window. “That wire there … will it hold if we try to climb it?”

“What, that one?” Aksel asks, pretending like he just noticed. “I really don’t think so.” He feels Belinda staring at him, and he sends her a quick look, hoping she’ll catch his drift.

“Move,” the old guy commands them, waving the knife. He’s not doing it in a threatening manner, and Aksel isn’t even sure he’ll use the knife if they disobey him, but there’s no good reason to run that risk. So, he and Belinda step aside and let the guy step over to the window. He looks up at the wire, then follows it across to the parking lot, his eyes stopping by the MPV. “Huh,” he says. “You guys were going to climb it, weren’t you?”

Aksel bites the inside of his cheek.

“There’s someone down there,” the old guy goes on, not waiting for an answer. “You know the person in the car?”

“Not per se, no,” Aksel says.

“Why aren’t they driving away?” the younger guy asks, peering over the shoulder of his partner. “Is something wrong with the car?”

“I think they’re waiting,” the old guy says, glancing at Aksel and Belinda. “Waiting for these two.” He then looks at the young guy. “This is our way out of here. We’ll climb to the car, jump down, enter through the sunroof, and then we’ll drive the hell away.”

The young guy looks less than thrilled at the thought. “I can’t make that climb …”

“Sure you can. And you know why? Because your goddamn life depends on it, that’s why!”

“Look, we’d love to bring you guys along,” Aksel begins. “But—”

“We’re not asking for an invitation,” the old guy snarls, rounding on him. “We’re coming.”

“But I’m seriously afraid the wire won’t hold all of us,” Aksel finishes.

“We’re going one at a time, obviously.”

“Yeah, well … no offense …” Aksel gives the young guy the elevator look, then shrugs. “I think you’re heavier than us.”

The young guy splutters, “Fuck you, asshole.”

“Nah, he’s right,” the old guy mutters, glancing at the other guy’s gut. “You’re too fat, buddy.”

“What the fuck are you saying?” the young guy blurts out, his voice turning shrill. “You want me to stay here?”

“No, but I want you to go after me. Then, if the wire holds, you guys can come along …” He nods to Aksel and Belinda.

“That’s very kind of you,” Aksel says through gritted teeth. For every passing second, he regrets more that they didn’t leave before these guys came along.

The guy wags the knife at Aksel’s nose—this time, the gesture is slightly threatening. “Look, you just praise yourselves lucky I haven’t gutted you and left you here. I could do it, you know. No one in the world would know what happened …”

“Please,” Belinda says, speaking for the first time. “My daughter’s down there.”

The old guy gives a look. “We’re not monsters. We just want to get to safety as much as you guys do.”

“Then please, let us—” Belinda begins, then cuts herself off with a gasp.

Aksel sees what she sees. Behind them, down the hallway, a policeman has appeared. Half of his face is gone, and the skin on his scalp has been torn mostly off, revealing the bone underneath. His boots are gone, yet his legs seem unhurt, and he moves fast for an undead guy.

“What is it?” the young guy asks, immediate alarm in his voice.

“I heard it, too, Belinda,” Aksel says, stepping in front of her to block her view—and also to make sure the young guy can’t follow her gaze. Instead, Aksel looks up the stairs, frowning. “I think someone’s coming down …”

The young guy looks up and listens. “I can’t hear anything …”

Luckily, because the zombie cop has bare feet, he’s moving very quietly. He’s also not uttering any grunts or groans—something Aksel noticed before with others. It’s almost like they’re actually capable of sneaking up on victims when they sense they haven’t been spotted yet. They move faster, more determined, and awfully silent.

“Well, we’re leaving either way,” the older guy says, slipping the knife down the back of his belt. “Gimme a hand, will you? You two, step back. No funny business!”

Aksel is more than happy to oblige. He takes Belinda’s arm and pulls her along. They squeeze into the corner, then watch as the young guy helps the other climb onto the windowsill. The older man—while he looks strong—is obviously not particularly agile, and his knees pop loudly as he crouches like Spiderman, then leans out to grab hold of the wire.

They still haven’t seen the cop, Aksel thinks. He can’t help but feel a little bad, not warning them. On the other hand, they did not only threaten to kill him, they’re also very likely about to ruin his and Belinda’s only chance to get out of here alive. He can hear Belinda breathing fast. She’s all tense, and she’s staring at the broken door to the hallway. It’s obvious she wants to cry out, but she’s restraining herself.

“All right, I think it’ll hold,” the old guy says over his shoulder. “I’m going now. Wait until I reach the car, then you can—oh, fuck! Look out!”

The cop has just entered the stairwell. Up close, he’s an even more awful sight. Having been made, he ups his speed, crosses the landing in five staggering paces, then throws himself at the younger guy. He just manages to turn around and grab the wrists of the zombie. Screaming, his voice fills the stairwell, hurting Aksel’s ears, as the guy begins a macabre dance with the zombie cop, who’s eagerly snapping at his face and neck.

The old guy, not even worrying about helping his partner, disappears out the window. From up here, Aksel can see the wire bob, but it doesn’t break.

The young guy pushes the zombie back with a shriek, then goes for the window. He dives out headfirst, twisting around and grabbing the wire. It’s an impressive stunt for a guy his size, and he actually manages to catch hold and hang on. But the cop is in pursuit, reaching the open window two seconds later. He leans out, grabs the guy’s shirt, then pulls him back to try and bite him. The guy screams again, writhes and kicks as he dangles from the wire. The older guy shouts something. The zombie’s legs lift off the ground as gravity pulls them out the window. Latching on to the guy’s shirt, they both hang for a moment. The guy screams, but the sound is weak now, because of how he’s out of breath and struggling to cling on. Aksel sees his fingers slip, and then he drops.

He doesn’t want to see, but he can’t help it. Stepping over to the window, he first sees the old guy still hanging on the wire. He’s managed to pull up his legs and wrap them around it. His face is red as blood has rushed to it, but he’s making steady headway, approaching the car.

Below, the young guy has landed on top of three other undead people, who apparently were drawn by the commotion overhead. Being rattled by the drop, but seemingly not having broken anything, he tries to get to his feet, but it’s a losing battle. Hands grab him from all sides, and the zombies overwhelm him in a matter of seconds. Like wild dogs that haven’t eaten for days, they throw themselves at him and begin eating him alive with vigor. Slabs of skin and flesh are torn off like clothes from a stripper, and the guy’s scream turns even shriller before it quickly becomes dying croaks.

“God,” Belinda whispers over Aksel’s shoulder. “We didn’t warn them …”

“No,” Aksel hears himself say. “We didn’t.”
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“Get off me!”

The pain is intense as Hakon digs into her shin. Luckily, the old guy has dropped his fake teeth, but still has a couple of ragged stumps left, and they rip open her pant leg and pierce her skin.

Louisa screams again and tries to pull free. But she’s sitting on her ass, and Hakon is lying on all fours, clamped onto her leg like a playful puppy. All she manages is to drag him along as she scooches backwards across the floor. She slaps him hard, and he growls with annoyance and adjusts his bite, trying to rip off a chunk. He only gets a piece of fabric, and it gives Louisa the chance to raise her other leg and kick him hard under the chin.

Hakon goes sprawling, and she jumps to her feet, then almost falls back down. Hakon did a worse number on her leg than she thought. It hurts like hell. And he’s already coming for her again.

“Screw you, you old bastard!”

Louisa sends a soccer kick at his head. She hits him instead in the chest, but it’s enough to knock him back over.

Having been the manager of Mo Senior Center for close to nine years, Louisa knows everyone that’s ever lived here intimately, and Hakon is no different. She, like everyone else on the staff, has her favorite residents and her not-so-favorite ones. Hakon falls into the latter category. He’s one of those proud old guys who never accepted the fact that he can’t take care of himself. To show his spite, he’ll fart on purpose, loud and smelly, often shitting himself a little in the process. He’s also blatantly chauvinistic, and has often slapped Louisa’s ass if she comes within reach.

So, she kicks him again before he can get up, just for good measure. This time, her shoe catches his throat, and he gives off a hoarse, gurgly sound as he doubles over. She can’t help but feel a surge of satisfaction. But still, he’s coming for her.

There’s no stopping them, Louisa thinks, moving around Hakon to reach the door to the hallway.

She was sitting here, in the lounge, finishing up next week’s schedule, when Hakon came bursting in. It’s her special forty-five minutes, the least stressful part of her day, and she was listening to that stupid mindfulness recording her therapist recommended to her. Because of the heavy headphones, she didn’t hear Hakon enter the lounge until he fell on her.

That’s just typical of my luck. I try to get rid of stress, and look what it got me!

She was suspicious of the meditation practices, but she had to try something, because just talking about her divorce was doing no good. Ever since Osmond left her six months ago, she’s been feeling more and more depressed and uptight. Her therapist seems to think the divorce has triggered some dormant feelings of abandonment from her childhood, where her mother would often walk out on her if she didn’t behave, which made Louisa into a spineless pleaser—that wasn’t exactly the way he phrased it, but it was the gist of it.

So now, every morning, she’s listening to affirmations like “I am exactly where I am meant to be” and “I am grateful for all I have” and “I have everything I desire already within me,” and not only does it help squat, it has now sealed her fate.

Finally able to move around Hakon, she heads for the door. It’s one of those without lock or handle, and it can be pushed either way. As she’s about to run through it, another resident comes into the lounge—this one Estrid, one of the nicer people. She’s still wearing her nightgown, or what’s left of it. It’s been torn open, revealing both her saggy, veiny breasts. One of them has been chewed right off. The blood has splattered down the front of Estrid, and her bare feet are making slurpy noises with each step.

“Fuck!” Louisa hisses, dodging to the side. On the counter right next to the door is the coffee she put on over twenty minutes ago. It’s now sitting in the pot, black and scalding hot, and Louisa grabs it. As Estrid makes a move for her, she smacks the pot into the side of her head.

Louisa has seen this move plenty of times in action movies. It seems to be a classic tactic, especially for women trying to escape male attackers. She fully expects it to work. At the very least, to knock Estrid down in a rain of burning coffee and shattered glass.

But amazingly, the pot doesn’t even break. It just connects with a dull clang, and a gush of the coffee splashes out. Most of it goes to the floor, but some of it backfires and hits Louisa’s stomach.

“Ouch! Goddamnit!”

The painful singe for a moment drowns out her throbbing shin.

Estrid only takes a couple of seconds to regroup, then she comes for Louisa again. She instinctively flings the rest of the coffee in the face of the old lady, but Estrid hardly seems bothered by it, despite how much it must hurt.

Hakon comes in from the side, and Louisa throws the pot at him. Hitting him squarely in the forehead, it still doesn’t break—what the hell do they make those things of? Bulletproof glass?—but it does cause him to stagger backwards a few paces, which is all Louisa needs to slip between the two old people and burst out the door.

Stopping for a moment to take in the chaos—cursing once more the stupid recording—she’s taken aback at how much has gone down without her hearing it. People are literally eating each other.

Louisa knew right from the moment she saw Hakon that this is the Torik virus. Like everyone else, she’s been following it on the news, and she’s seen footage shared on Facebook of just how awful the infected look up-close. And judging by the state of the hallway, the entire goddamn facility has been infected.

Running down the hallway, she dodges those trying to grab her. Several people have been wrestled to the ground and are being torn apart. Louisa doesn’t even consider stopping to help. Most of the doors are open, revealing more mayhem going down inside the apartments. The old geezers were probably drawn by curiosity as they heard the noises.

Reaching the entrance hall, Louisa stops abruptly. The glass doors are all but blocked. Infected people are everywhere.

“Fuck!”

Someone snarls right behind her. Louisa runs on down the south wing, but finds that completely crowded as well. Soon, she’s caught between two groups of infected. A man named Gustaf—one of the newest residents—comes for her with a growl, his black eyes reflecting the lights in the ceiling.

This is it.

Louisa is pinned down. Backing up, she bumps into a door. Spinning around, she grabs the handle. The door is locked. She realizes her key card is still around her neck. She beeps the lock just as Gustaf grabs her by the shoulders. “Get off me! Let go of me!” she hisses, trying to elbow Gustaf in the face. But she misses, and as he bites down on her shoulder blade, he shoves her forward, and they both burst into the room.
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“I had no idea it would feel like this.”

Kristoffer was lost in gloomy thoughts. As Hans breaks the silence, he looks up. They’re once again sitting across from each other, close to the fire, which Kris has gotten going again by throwing on a couple of knots.

The big guy has stopped crying. He’s staring deep into the flames. “I’ve never lost anyone I loved before, so I had really no way of knowing what to expect.” He blinks and glances at Kristoffer. “You ever lost someone?”

Kristoffer nods. “Both my parents died when I was little.”

“Seriously?”

“Yeah, but I can’t even remember them, so I wasn’t really grieving or anything.”

“So you’re like Batman?”

The remark makes Kristoffer snort. “Never thought of it that way. Guess I should be fighting crime at night.”

Hans smiles, then looks back into the fire.

“Sorry, didn’t mean to make it about me, man,” Kristoffer says.

“No, that’s fine. I asked. Who raised you then?”

“My grandma. She died a few years back. I felt that loss. But at the same time, I was kind of prepared for it, you know? She was eighty-eight, so it didn’t exactly come as a surprise.”

“Still, it must have hurt?”

“Sure, it did.”

“How did you deal with it?”

Kris realizes Hans is looking for some kind of reassurance. Maybe he hopes to hear that the loss of his fiancé won’t hurt forever. Kristoffer doesn’t want to lie to him, but he also doesn’t want to cause him anymore pain than he’s already in. He chooses his words carefully. “Well, I cried a lot. That helped take the edge off. Other than that, I mostly kept busy. I was actually thankful she left me a whole house to take care of. We had chickens in the backyard. So even those days where I felt down, I had responsibilities. That’s definitely what got me through it.”

Hans nods again. He frowns, as though pondering a riddle. “I thought we’d grow old together, you know? I really did.”

Kristoffer swallows. “Yeah, I know.”

Hans darts a look towards the stream. Then he lowers his voice. “Can I ask you something, Kristoffer?”

“Sure.”

“Do you trust him?”

Kristoffer knew it was coming. He knows what Hans is really asking. Still, he finds himself at a loss. He opens his mouth, but no answer comes. “I just don’t know, man,” he says finally. “I can’t figure it out. There’s something that doesn’t add—”

A sharp, brief whistle makes them both jolt and whip around. The sound is obviously produced by human lips, and Kristoffer takes it to be Ragnar who’s returned. But it’s coming from the wrong direction.

Kristoffer can’t see anyone at first. Then he notices the barrel of a rifle pointed at them. It’s protruding from around the corner of a cliff. Half a head is sticking out, too, one eye fixed on them. It’s a young guy, around twenty-five, and he’s wearing the unmistakable military helmet meant for winter.

“Don’t move a muscle,” the soldier tells them in an even voice. “If either of you try to stand up, that’ll be the last thing you ever do.”
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“Please keep an eye on the hallway, Belinda. Make sure no one else sneaks up on us.”

Belinda turns away from the window, breathing fast. “God, this is just awful …”

Aksel agrees. He keeps staring at the old guy, who’s now reached the car. He’s hanging upside down, around fifteen feet above the ground. Even if he swung down to hang from his hands only, it’s still a steep drop. Steeper than Aksel calculated.

It won’t be easy sticking that landing …

The old guy is huffing and puffing. It’s obviously a strain on him, hanging there. He looks down, apparently planning out the drop.

“We better get ready,” Aksel says over his shoulder. “He’s about to make the jump, and we should follow.”

He’s already begun considering what to do if the guy makes it into the car. He doesn’t assume the cop will fight him off, even though she has the gun. Which means he’ll join them. But with Aksel having led him into an ambush, causing his partner’s death and almost his as well, there probably won’t be any trust left, and he assumes the guy will be even less pleasant to be around.

“I’m not sure I can make the climb,” Belinda says. “I don’t have that much arm strength.”

“You’ll be fine,” Aksel assures her. “I know a few tricks, don’t worry.”

He genuinely isn’t worried that she’ll make it to the car. That’s the easy part. The much harder part is getting from the wire and safely onto the roof of the MPV. Which is the challenge the old guy is now facing. He’s still hanging there, looking down, trying to decide how to best make the jump. The zombies are standing around the vehicle, reaching up with greedy hands. Luckily, the car is tall enough that even the tallest of them can’t reach the center of the roof where the sunroof is. And the hood is the vertical kind, so they can’t climb onto that, either.

You’ll tire yourself out, Aksel thinks. Just do it.

As though hearing him, the old guy unwraps his legs. They swing down, and the sudden shift proves too much for his hands. He slips and drops with a roar. Landing on the roof of the car, he visibly hurts his knee, and he flops onto his belly with another, even louder cry. He flails and grabs for anything to hold onto, but there isn’t really anything, and both his legs swing out over the side of the car. The undead don’t miss the chance, but immediately grab him.

“No! You let go!”

He begins kicking frantically. Having gained a hold at the rim of the roof, he’s able to cling on, but he can’t shake off the zombies, who scratch and bite at his pant legs. One of his boots is yanked off. The guy reaches back with one hand, pulling out the knife, and tries to swat at them. He manages to cut a lady across the jaw, and makes a nasty cut in a guy’s forearm. None of them care, of course. They just keep going at his legs, pulling harder.

The guy loses his grip and drops the knife with a scream. Just as he’s about to get dragged off the roof, the cop shoots up through the sunroof and grabs his wrists. She tries to pull him back, but it’s six against one at this point, and the zombies are simply too strong. The guy is pulled off the car and disappears into the crowd. His death scream rings out over the parking lot.

“Shit,” Aksel mutters. “He didn’t make it either.”

“Aksel!”

Belinda’s voice is shrill, causing him to look back. He expects to see another zombie come down the hallway. But it’s empty. Instead, he sees Belinda staring up the stairs. As he follows her gaze, he sees a woman come clumsily down the steps.

“Fuck!”

All the careful planning Aksel was putting into how they would make the climb goes out the window at that moment. They suddenly only have ten seconds to get out.

Aksel grabs Belinda and pulls her into a tight hug. “Hold onto me,” he says into her ear. “And don’t let go.”

He leans backwards out the window like a scuba diver going over the edge of the boat. He grabs the wire, and, kicking off the sill, he wraps the other leg around the wire. It’s difficult because he’s also carrying Belinda’s weight, and the metal digs into his hands. But he can’t worry about that. He raises the other leg and climbs away from the building.

Belinda shrieks as the woman apparently tries to grab her legs. Aksel feels a hand graze his foot as well. Then they’re out of reach, and he hears the zombie woman groan as she leans out farther, only to drop to the ground.

Belinda is hyperventilating in his ear, repeating: “Don’t let go of me … don’t let go of me …” Because of the way they’re positioned, she has a clear view of what’s immediately below them, and Aksel assumes it’s not exactly an encouraging sight.

He focuses on making headway. If he hadn’t known the proper technique, they would have probably dropped already. And if it hadn’t been for his grip strength, he wouldn’t have been able to hold the weight of both of them. He moves one leg first, then a hand. He doesn’t let go of the wire, he just loosens his grip enough to slide it along. Normally, you’d be wearing climbing gloves, but he doesn’t have that luxury, and he feels the wire chafe his skin. He’ll get a few bad blisters from this, but that’s a small price to pay considering that the alternative is to drop several feet, then getting ripped apart while still alive.

They reach the halfway point, and Belinda is still chanting.

“It’s okay,” Aksel grunts. “We’ll make it.”

He inhales a mouthful of her hair and coughs. He can’t help but smell her perfume, and despite how scary the situation is, the feeling of her pressed against him reminds him so much of how Frida felt when she was on top of him just the other night. The memory is immediately replaced by Frida in the helicopter with her throat torn open and blood gushing out, and Aksel gives a croak and almost retches.

Get it together … Focus, man …

He bites down hard and climbs on. The groans and moans from the horde of undead below are boring into his skull, the pain in his hands intensifies, and then—

Then they’re over the car.

Aksel stops and chances a quick look down. The cop is standing in the sunroof, reaching up her arms. “One at a time!” she calls out, shouting over the noises from the zombies. “I’ll catch you!”

Aksel doesn’t like it. The drop is too steep. There’s a big risk it’ll go awry. If he drops Belinda and, say, her heel catches the cop in the face, she’ll likely knock her out and then fall to her own death. They’ll need to land right beside the cop, and the cop has to be quick in grabbing them before they can slide off the roof.

It’s a slim chance of success. But there’s no other choice.

“Okay,” Aksel pants into Belinda’s ear. “You’ll have to make the jump now.” He purposefully uses the word “jump” rather than “drop.” It implies some measure of control. It’s just like how doctors prefer to use “pressure” or “discomfort,” even when they clearly mean “pain.”

“I can’t do it,” Belinda gasps. “I can’t make it …”

“Sure you can. Do it for Rosa. Think of your daughter. She still needs you!”

Belinda begins crying, but at the same time, she inhales sharply, forcefully getting herself under control. “Okay,” she says. “Okay. Just gimme a second.”

“I can’t hold on much longer, Belinda. We need to do this.” It’s true; his forearms are like stone, his hands all cramped up. “I’m going to let go of the wire with my left hand. As soon as I do, you grab my wrist, and you hold on with everything you’ve got. Ready?”

“Ready,” Belinda whispers.

“Three … two … one … now!”
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“He’s leaving.”

The redheaded girl—Marit—breaks the silence.

Hagos is sitting on the bed, praying. Now, he looks up, and he sees that Marit is right. The guy outside—Marit’s dad—has seemingly found something else of greater interest, because he’s staggering away from the terrace door. The lady is already gone. Into view comes an old lady, limping across the lawn, holding—of all things—a lamp in her hand. Hagos recognizes her as Lili from apartment 21. The cord is dangling from the lamp, and Lili’s legs get entangled. She flops to her belly, giving the guy the few seconds he needs to reach her.

Lili tries to get up, but she can’t. Instead, she valiantly swings the lamp at the guy as he falls on her. It’s no use. He kills her almost instantly.

“Oh, God,” Marit whimpers, looking away.

“Should we try to leave?” It’s the fat guy speaking. He’s looking from Edith to Hagos. “Make a run for it?”

Hagos is fairly certain neither the fat guy nor Edith can actually run—at least not for very long. But he doesn’t say that. Instead, he says: “I think for now, we’re safer in here. Judging by the sounds outside, this has already spread several blocks over.”

“Yes, I agree,” Edith chimes in. “I say we stay in here until the police finally manage to get this situation under—”

Someone bumps into the door to the apartment.

Marit flies to her feet.

“It’s okay,” Hagos assures her. “It’s locked. They can’t get in.”

Then, as though to disprove his point, there comes a beep.

For a split second, Hagos’s and Edith’s eyes meet. He can tell she heard it too, and that she recognizes the sound. It came from the lock, which can only be opened using a staff key card. But none of the residents would have one of those, and even if they did, they wouldn’t know how to use it. So how in the world—

“Get off me!” a woman’s voice comes from outside. “Let go of me!” It’s Louisa. The manager. One of the only people in the building who has a key card.

Hagos gets to his feet, just as the door to the apartment bursts open and Louisa comes crashing to the floor. On her back is an old guy—Gustaf, as far as Hagos can tell—and he’s tearing away at Louisa’s back.

“Jesus Christ almighty!” the fat guy exclaims, getting to his feet with surprising speed. “We need to—”

He’s cut off by Marit’s scream. Edith shouts something too, but Hagos filters it out. He sees everything that’s happening in the doorway play out in slow motion. Louisa, writhing, trying to get Gustaf off. Gustaf, biting open the skin on her back, causing blood to spurt out. And two more figures appearing behind them, shoving inside, eager to join the party.

Hagos then turns away. He sees the guy out on the lawn, still going at Lili, who’s now stopped fighting. He sees Marit, who’s closest to the terrace door, holding her face, screaming. Then he runs to her, grabs her wrist and pulls her along.

Unlocking and opening the terrace door, he shouts over his shoulder: “Come with us!”

He’s addressing the fat man and Edith, but neither of them seem to hear him. They’re both nailed to the spot, staring at the horrible scene. Three more infected people are making their way inside the apartment. Hagos leaves the terrace door wide open, giving the man and Edith a chance if they come to in time.

Then he drags Marit out into the cold air.

They manage only two steps outside, though, before a man—who’s too young to be a resident of the senior center—lunges into view from the side. He’s wearing what could have been a police uniform. It’s impossible to tell due to the fact that he’s drenched in blood and dirt.

Marit screams and tries to head back inside, but Hagos stops her. The apartment is a veritable slaughterhouse now. The infected have attacked both Edith and the fat guy. The latter seems to at least have made an attempt to reach the terrace door, but has been tackled to the floor right inside. He’s squirming and screaming for Hagos to help him, while two infected people are digging into his hamstrings and buttocks.

There’s only one way, Hagos thinks.

The young guy heads right for them, entering the terrace, effectively cornering them.
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Kristoffer wants to obey, but he automatically raises his hands to show them empty. “Hey, man, we’re not armed. And we don’t want any trouble.”

“Totally with you on that last one,” the soldier tells him, not moving an inch, not even blinking. He has a subtle accent. “But it’s up to you whether this’ll turn troublesome or not. And I’m sorry, but we can’t just take your word that you’re not packing. Hope you understand.”

We? Kristoffer thinks.

The soldier whistles again.

From another direction comes a scraping sound, as a figure pushes through some bushes and comes into view. It’s another soldier, this one a few years older, and also wearing full winter uniform. He too is pointing an automatic rifle at them as he steps closer. “Keep your hands where I can see them,” he instructs, speaking with the same dialect. It sounds like they’re Swedes, or maybe Danes, but judging by how discreet their accent is, they must have been living in Norway for quite a few years.

Both Hans and Kristoffer comply. The second soldier comes over to pat them down, tells them to get up, then checks their pant pockets. He pulls out Kristoffer’s folded knife and slips it into his own pocket.

“Thought you said you weren’t armed?” the soldier behind the cliff remarks. “Does that mean we can’t trust you, buddy?”

“I … I meant we have no guns,” Kristoffer mutters, feeling sick to his stomach. This is the second time within a few days someone is pointing a gun at him, and just like when the cop did it in the pantry, Kristoffer gets the clear feeling there’s a fair chance he’ll get shot in a moment. “I’d forgotten about the knife.”

“Sure, let’s go with that for now,” the soldier says. “Find anything else on them, Lukas?”

“No, nothing,” the second soldier says, stepping off to the side, but still keeping the rifle aimed at Hans and Kristoffer. “They’re clear.”

“Great. Hear that, Jan? You’re up.”

Kristoffer and Hans exchange a look. Hans’s eyes seem to pose the same question as Kristoffer is thinking: There’s three of them?

Confirming the thought, a third soldier comes out onto the plateau from yet another direction. He’s shorter and not carrying a rifle. He’s also not wearing a helmet, and his uniform looks more like a regular one, not the type that’s necessarily meant for outdoor expeditions. Instead, he’s wearing a huge backpack. “Holy fuck! That was a motion detector!” he exclaims. His voice is slightly raspy, and he’s got no discernable accent. He’s chewing frantically on a piece of gum. “Sorry I didn’t believe you, Kjell.”

“You can thank me later,” the soldier behind the cliff says, then, addressing Kristoffer and Hans: “Looks like some operation you guys got going here. What’s in the cave?”

“Nothing,” Kristoffer says.

“Do you mean nothing just like you were carrying no weapons?” the soldier snarls. “Be specific, asshole.”

Kristoffer swallows. “I mean, there’s no one in there … only, like, stuff.”

“What stuff? We talking buttplugs and gimp suits? You guys came out here to bump uglies?”

“No,” Kristoffer says, almost breaking into a nervous laugh. “It’s stuff that’s meant for survival. Food and water and … tools and a generator. I can’t remember it all, but it’s just … stuff.”

“Are there any booby traps?”

Kristoffer frowns. “I told you, we’re not gay.”

For the first time, the soldier’s eyes flicker briefly. “What’s that got to do with anything?”

Kristoffer shakes his head, looking from one soldier to the other. “I thought you meant … what exactly is a booby trap?”

The soldier scoffs. “Some survivor you are. You sure didn’t put up those motion sensors, did you?”

Kristoffer doesn’t know what to say. He suddenly realizes that Ragnar may be their only hope of surviving, and that Kristoffer just inadvertently gave his identity away.

“Who’s in that cave?” the soldier asks.

“No one,” Kristoffer says. “I swear.”

“Yeah, you swear all you like, brother. I don’t believe you. Tell your friend in there to come out.”

“He’s telling the truth,” Hans says, speaking for the first time. He looks from the soldier behind the cliff to the not-armed one. “There’s nobody in the cave. I put up the motion detectors, and to answer your previous question, there are no concealed entrapments in there.”

A moment of silence on the plateau.

“He does look like a tech geek,” the soldier behind the cliff remarks. “Let’s say you set up those detectors, pal. Why didn’t you know we were coming? Jan over there didn’t watch where he was going, and I’m sure he triggered it. I was quick to smash it, but still.”

“I left the receiver somewhere inside the cave,” Hans says, barely skipping a beat. “I must be distraught. I lost my fiancée this morning. We just came back from burying her.”

Another moment of silence, this one longer.

Kristoffer can tell the soldiers picked up on the sincerity in Hans’s voice. There’s no way anyone would come up with a lie like that, much less making it sound true if it wasn’t, and Kristoffer can’t help admire how quick-witted Hans is, even under pressure. He strikes Kristoffer as a different person from the nervous, clumsy guy from yesterday.

“Sorry for your loss,” the soldier behind the cliff says, not really sounding very sympathetic, but at least not sarcastic. “How’d she go?”

“Diabetes,” Hans says right away, real pain seeping into his voice. “She went into anaphylactic shock. We didn’t have any insulin.”

“Huh. That’s typical. You try to think of everything when you prepare for Armageddon, but you’re bound to miss something, right? Well, I guess going out like that still beats getting eaten alive by fucking zombies.” His eyes pan back and forth between Hans and Kristoffer. “So, you guys decided to head out here to your little cave the moment the shit hit the fan? Is that right?”

“It is,” Kristoffer says.

“Where you from?”

“Bodum,” Kristoffer says. “It’s a village just—”

“I know where Bodum is. And what was your plan? To hunker down here until things settle down?”

Kristoffer shrugs. “Basically, yeah.”

“Well, I got bad news, fellas. Things ain’t settling down. Not anytime soon, anyway. In fact, they’re only just getting started.”

Kristoffer’s mind keeps going to Ragnar. How long will he be gone? If they can just keep the soldiers chatting, Ragnar will no doubt hear them as he returns, and he might be able to get a jump on them. He brought the rifle, but Kristoffer isn’t entirely sure Ragnar will use it. Not as long as he’s out-gunned. He might just turn and run without looking back, leaving Kristoffer and Hans to their own fate. But Kristoffer doesn’t think so. He feels pretty certain Ragnar won’t give up his cave this easily.

“Are you guys from the camp over there?” Hans says, gesturing north.

As he raises his arm, the older soldier raises his rifle, hissing: “No movements.”

“Sorry,” Hans says, blushing.

“Yeah, we left this morning,” the soldier behind the cliff says. “We didn’t feel like hanging out with fifteen hundred walking corpses. It might just be me, but it was getting creepy.”

“Kjell,” the older soldier says. “We need to get moving.”

“Yeah, right. I just want to check out that cave real quick.”

“Why? We’re not staying.”

“No, I know. But there could be stuff in there we can use.”

“Look, you take whatever you want,” Kristoffer says. “Just please don’t—”

“That’s right, we’ll take whatever we want,” the soldier behind the cliff snarls. “And we don’t need your fucking permission, either. So shut the hell up while the grown-ups talk.”

“I’m with Lukas,” the unarmed soldier says, shifting his weight. “I say we leave. If we press on, we can cross the border by tomorrow.”

“Then what?” the soldier behind the cliff grunts. “The infection doesn’t fucking care about borders. It’ll be right behind us.”

“We went over this, Kjell,” the older soldier says, still not taking his eyes off Hans and Kristoffer. “It’s settled.”

“Yeah, my uncle will get us on that plane,” the soldier with the backpack says. “We’ll be in Saint Petersburg before—”

“Don’t fucking tell them!” the soldier behind the cliff shouts, and for the first time, he takes a step sideways, revealing all of his face and body. “You fucking idiot, Jan. Now they know where we’re going!”

“Why … why does that matter?” Jan asks, shaking his head. “It’s not like they’re coming along.”

“No, but they can tell on us, you asshole. We’ve gone fucking AWOL, remember? You want us to end up behind bars? That’ll be a fucking hoot, dying of thirst and starvation while the goddamn zombies take over …”

“Hey, calm down,” the older soldier says. “It’s not coming to that. It’s not like they’ll send the cavalry to find three UAs right now. They’ve got enough to worry about.”

“Yeah, but I don’t want any loose ends. We got away clean, and if we’re lucky they won’t notice we’re gone until tomorrow. If we just leave these two guys sitting here, they might tell on us, and they’ll catch us before we reach Sweden.”

“We won’t say anything to anybody,” Kristoffer says.

“I told you to shut your goddamn mouth!” the soldier named Kjell shouts, raising his rifle and taking aim at Kristoffer. “One more word out of you, and I swear—”

“Calm down, Kjell, for fuck’s sake!” Lukas shouts. For the first time, he turns his head away from Hans and Kristoffer to look at his partner behind the cliff. “You can’t lose your goddamn head and go flying off the handle like this every time something—”

The soldier stops talking abruptly. He does so because his jaw is suddenly gone. His eyes stare at nothing as he keels forward. A split second before he hits the ground, the shot that killed him slams against Kristoffer’s eardrums.

“Fuck!” someone shouts from far away.

Then there comes four or five more shots in rapid succession.

Kristoffer ducks down instinctively, feeling as much as hearing the projectiles whizzing by inches above his head. He spins on his heel to run away, when Hans bumps into him, knocking him over, landing halfway atop him. Kristoffer tries to shout something, to tell Hans to get off of him. But Hans isn’t moving, and as Kristoffer shoves him aside, he sees that the top of Hans’s head is open like a can of peeled tomatoes.

Jesus, oh, Jesus …

Kristoffer scrambles to get to his feet as another shot is fired. This one closer. He runs into the cave.


34



Aksel lets go of the wire with his left hand.

Belinda immediately grabs his wrist.

Just like he expected, he can’t hold them both in only one hand, and as his right hand loses its grip, he and Belinda both fumble to catch each other.

As Belinda tilts sideways and is about to go free-falling, they manage to grab hold of each other. Aksel clenches with all he’s got as Belinda swings down, screaming.

His legs are crossed around the wire, and even though it digs into the back of his knees painfully, it holds.

So do their hands. For a few seconds, they hang like circus artists, Aksel head down, Belinda dangling below him. She chokes back a scream, tries to look down, craning her neck. “Don’t let go,” she chants. “Please, don’t drop me!”

“It’s okay,” Aksel wheezes. “You’ll only fall a few feet. The cop will help you. Grab onto her as soon as you land. Okay?”

“Okay!” she gasps.

Aksel is about to count down again, when Belinda’s grip slips. He can’t hold her on his own, and she drops through the air with a scream.

Aksel sees her land on the car—more graceful than the old guy, but still not exactly a 10. She collapses, rolls sideways and is about to slide down the windscreen, when the cop catches one of her legs and stops her. Yanking her back, she just manages to pull Belinda out of reach of the zombie hands eagerly groping for her. “I’ve got you! I’ve got you!”

Belinda grabs onto the cop’s arms like a drowning person. She begins to cry from fear and relief as the cop ducks down into the car, helping Belinda after her.

Then the cop pops back up and looks at Aksel. “Now it’s your turn!”

Aksel nods. “It’ll be more difficult with me. I’m heavier, and it’s a longer drop. You think you can grab me like you grabbed her?”

“I’ll do my best.”

“I’ll try to land on my feet, but I can’t guarantee I’ll succeed.”

“We’ll make it work. Tell me when you’re ready.”

Aksel sucks in a couple of deep breaths while he takes in the view. From up here, it’s like a scene right out of a horror movie. Zombies are crawling all over the parking lot. Pushing up against the car, they cause it to sway back and forth. The young chubby guy has gotten back up to his feet and joined in, and the old guy is still getting eaten, though most of the undead have lost interest in him and returned their attention to fresher prey.

This is it. If I don’t make it, I’ll die. And so will all three of them.

Aksel musters what’s left of his resolve and courage. He didn’t come this far to turn into zombie food just yet.

This is nothing compared to what you did at the hospital. Seriously, this is barely a fall. More just a tumble. It’ll be over before it’s begun.

Still, this feels way more risky. One wrong movement, one arm or leg that goes off the side of the car for just a split second, and he could be pulled to his death.

“Okay,” he tells the cop. “I’m ready. Here I come.”

Then he lets go.
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While Marit is screaming, Hagos quickly assesses their options.

On their left is a relatively open path, with only a few potted plants on the ground. On their right is a small table with a single chair, a terrace warmer, a broom and a rolled-up garden hose lying in a pile.

Hagos shoves Marit to the left, going right himself. This gives her the least obstructed path and thereby the greatest chance of escape. Also, them splitting up does exactly what he hoped for: It causes the infected guy to hesitate for half a second, unsure whom to go for. As Marit darts past him, he reaches for her, but misses by less than an inch. She runs like an American footballer going for a touchdown, not looking back.

Hagos uses the few additional seconds before the guy can turn back around. He moves around the table, giving himself a small buffer against the other. The guy doesn’t care, however, and simply bursts right into the table as he reaches for Hagos, tipping it over. Hagos jumps back, bumping against the trellis. The guy grabs his shirt, and he instinctively hammers down on his wrist. He loses his grip, but immediately tries to grab hold again. He’s simultaneously pinning Hagos in place with the table. Hagos grabs the chair. It’s not very heavy, and he manages to swing it at him just as he catches his shirt again.

The chair hits the guy’s shoulder and makes him lose his grip again. This time, he also stumbles sideways. It’s enough for Hagos to be able to shove away the table and make a run for it, tipping over the terrace warmer and stumbling over the garden hose. He hears the guy lunge for him, and feels his hand graze his back. Then he’s on the lawn, and for a wild second, he’s sure that he’s made it. Marit’s reached the far end of the lawn, and her dad is still eating away at Lili.

Then Hagos’s leg disappears from under him, and he suddenly finds himself lying flat on his stomach. He tries to get back up, but the guy has grabbed his ankle. Hagos kicks and writhes. Looking back, he realizes it’s not the guy at all, but the garden hose which has wrapped itself around his foot. The guy has lost a few steps due to the chair-knock, but he’s now headed right for Hagos.

Hagos yanks his leg hard, but it only makes the hose tighten its grip. Instead, he sits up and fumbles to get it loose.

He’s too late.

The guy reaches him. Wasting no time, he throws himself at Hagos, attacking with teeth and nails.

Hagos yelps and rolls to the side.

He narrowly dodges the guy landing on him. He feels hands grope for him, and he tries to crawl away, but the damn hose is keeping him back, and the guy pulls at his shirt, reeling him in. Hagos flings back his arm, catching the guy in the face with his forearm.

Then, suddenly, he hears a buzzing by his ear.

Looking to the side, he sees a robot lawn mower come rolling by. Without even thinking, Hagos leans over and grabs it. It’s a small model, but it’s still heavy. However, the adrenaline coursing through his veins makes it no harder for him to lift than if he was picking up a dinner plate. Intending to use it as a shield, he holds the lawn mower in front of him, then thrusts it at the guy just as he gets to his knees and leans over Hagos.

There’s a loud crunching and spluttering sound, as the still spinning blades connect with the guy’s hands. Hagos sees stuff fly in every direction—skin, flesh, bones and blood. The guy retracts for a moment—not because he seems to realize that he’s basically stuck both hands in a meat grinder, but simply to regroup and get around the obstacle. He tries to grab the edge of the lawn mower, but there’s only a bloody, shredded stump left where his hand sat seconds ago.

Hagos coils up his free leg and kicks the guy hard in the chest. He flops to his back, and Hagos—again without even thinking; it’s like some primal program has taken over—presses the lawn mower down on the hose. It gives off one loud snap as the rubber is cut … and then he’s free.

Not a moment too soon, because the guy has gotten back up and is coming for him again.

Hagos flings aside the lawn mower, gets to his feet and backs away. The guy reaches out his arms. Both hands are gone, the bones visible in the gnawed-down stumps. Yet he moves forward with the exact same amount of determination.

He’s like the Terminator … he never stops …

Hagos spins around and runs after Marit.
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Kristoffer stumbles into the cave, his pulse roaring in his ears, his eyes straining to adjust to the dimness.

The image of Hans keeling over, the top of his brain visible where the bullet punched open his skull is still flashing through his mind, and nausea is pushing from below, wanting to empty out his stomach. Survival instincts are overruling it all, however, and he’s able to focus on just getting as far away from the gunfight as possible.

Gotta find something to defend myself with.

Having lost his knife, he heads for the shelves where he noticed Ragnar kept different tools. He stops, taking a second to scan the selection. There’s a saw, a crowbar, along with several screwdrivers. While all of those are great for close combat, none of them obviously stands a chance against a military rifle.

Don’t bring a handsaw to a gunfight, he thinks, feeling like he’s out of his mind. Yet the thought isn’t crazy. If the soldier behind the cliff shoots Ragnar, then comes into the cave to kill Kristoffer, he’ll be effectively trapped and will have to defend himself.

He kneels down to the lower shelf, on which he sees something more promising: different gas-actuated tools. There’s a drill, a jigsaw, and even a nail gun. Kristoffer grabs the latter along with one of the gas canisters.

He used to do all the repair work around the house whenever anything broke, and he even built the henhouse. So he’s no stranger to carpentry tools, and it only takes him a couple of seconds to click the canister into place. While the nail gun only holds three-inch framing nails, they’ll certainly do the job—as long as he hits his target. He’s never fired a nail gun at anything but floorboards and battens, but he knows it can be done. He just needs to pull back the safety, aim and fire, and anyone who’s close enough will get a nasty—

Kristoffer freezes as he becomes aware of the silence. No shots have been fired since he entered the cave. He takes this to mean the gunfight out there is either over or has hit a stalemate.

I sure hope Ragnar got him …

Kristoffer hesitates, unsure what to do: run farther into the cave, or walk towards the opening to check who’s out there. So, he simply stays put, holding his breath, listening for any sounds.

And he picks up on one. It’s coming from behind.

In a flash he remembers the third soldier—the unarmed one with the raspy voice. The blazing guns made Kristoffer all but forget about him. Where did he go? Kristoffer assumed he ran for cover behind the cliffs, but maybe he actually ran into—

As he goes to turn, an arm slips around his neck and pulls him in.

“Easy, easy,” the soldier whispers in his ear. His voice is tense and full of fear. Kristoffer can smell the gum on his breath—it’s cherry or strawberry. “Don’t do anything stupid. I have a knife. I don’t want to use it, but I will.”

Kristoffer feels the cold blade press against the side of his neck, and he stays absolutely still. “Okay,” he croaks. “I’m not doing anything.”

“Good, that’s good.” The soldier chews loudly and rapidly—obviously a stress-coping habit. “We can still … we can work this out …”

“Sure we can,” Kristoffer tells him.

“Shut up, I’m not talking to you right now …” The soldier pulls Kristoffer back. “Come on, come with me … we have to … I need to find out what happened out there …”

Pushing him forward, the soldier uses Kristoffer as a human shield. He’s not very tall—in fact, Kristoffer is almost a full head taller, and he can easily hide behind him. They walk awkwardly towards the cave’s opening. The sunlight is blinding. Kristoffer squints. He can’t help but look down at the bodies lying there. Hans and the soldier named Lukas both died from precision shots. Pools of blood have formed around their heads.

“Jesus,” the soldier moans. “Jesus Christ … they shot Lukas … fuck, this is bad …”

Kristoffer just stands there, stiff as a board, aware of the knife at his throat. He scans the surroundings, but sees no one.

“Who did this?” the soldier asks, raising his voice. “Who’s out there?”

Kristoffer isn’t sure if he’s supposed to answer, so he keeps quiet.

“Huh?” the soldier asks again, giving Kristoffer a quick shake. “Answer me!”

“You … you told me not to speak,” Kristoffer mutters.

“Well, now I’m telling you to fucking tell me who shot at us!”

“It’s … my partner. There was three of us, just like you.”

“So it’s only one guy?”

“Yes.”

“And he’s got a fucking sniper rifle …” This sounds more like a fact than a question, and Kristoffer doesn’t reply. “Oh, man … this is bad …” More quick and loud chewing. “Kjell?” he shouts suddenly, and Kristoffer jolts. “Hey, man, you out there?”

The soldier’s voice rings out over the landscape. No answer comes.

“Kjeeell?” he tries again, even louder.

“Your buddy left.”

Kristoffer feels a surge of hope at Ragnar’s voice. He’s not shouting, and it’s hard to tell exactly how far away he is. Kristoffer also can’t discern the direction—probably because the words bounce off the cave walls and echo around them. The soldier obviously can’t figure out where Ragnar is speaking from either, because he looks around wildly, while pulling Kristoffer back a few steps.

“You okay, Kris?”

“I’m … I’m fine,” Kristoffer says out loud, realizing immediately that the soldier didn’t permit him to speak.

“Fuck!” the guy hisses, chewing away rapidly. “Fuck me … this is bad …”

“It’s okay,” Kristoffer tells him. “We can work it out, just like you said …”

“Did you shoot Kjell?” the soldier shouts, addressing Ragnar. “Did you kill him?”

“No,” Ragnar’s voice comes evenly. “Like I just told you, he left. He made a wise decision, because I would have killed him if he didn’t. Just like I’m going to kill you if you as much as harm my partner there.”

Kristoffer feels a weird mixture of relief, gratitude and rising tension. He’s glad that Ragnar is determined to help him, but he doesn’t like his approach.

“Ragnar, I’m glad you’re okay,” he says out loud, before he’s even sure what he’s going to say. “But I think we should solve this without any more violence. We can all walk away from this calmly.” He turns his head slightly, trying to look back at the soldier. He regrets it as the pressure from the knife immediately increases.

“Don’t move!”

“It’s okay, I won’t. Just put down the knife.”

“Are you fucking crazy?” the guy splutters, spit hitting Kristoffer’s ear. “He’s going to blow off my head the second I do.”

“No, I won’t,” Ragnar says, and Kristoffer can tell right away that he’s closer now.

Looking across the plateau, he sees Ragnar step out from behind the bushes. He’s holding the rifle in what seems like a semi-casual way with the barrel pointed at the ground. Yet Kristoffer can tell Ragnar is ready to whip it back up and fire any second. He tries to make it look like that’s not his intention by holding up his other hand, showing it empty.

“Stop right there!” the soldier shrieks. “Don’t come any closer, or I’ll fucking cut him!”

Ragnar stops, but says in a voice so calm it reminds Kristoffer of those guys working as hostage negotiators: “We both know you won’t do that. Because if you do, I’ll kill you right away. But Kris is right. It doesn’t need to come to that. Let’s end this little disagreement on friendly terms, shall we?”

The soldier breathes through his nose, stress-chewing his gum. The noise is getting on Kristoffer’s nerves. “Are you for real?” he asks. “Will you really let me live if I let him go?”

“Absolutely,” Ragnar says.

Kristoffer doesn’t know Ragnar that well, but after having spent the last couple of days with the old tough guy, he’s begun picking up on certain markers. Kristoffer was always kind of socially awkward, but at the same time, he’s good at reading people—especially when they’re not being truthful. It’s what made his Spidey sense tingle earlier, when he tried to figure out whether Ragnar was hiding something

about how Ingrid died.

He gets a subtle feeling now that Ragnar isn’t telling his true intentions. He’s being just a bit too willing to cooperate.

The soldier seems to pick up on it too. “I don’t trust you, man … how can I? You just shot the face off my friend there, and I have no idea whether you killed Kjell too …”

“Believe what you will,” Ragnar says in his most diplomatic tone. “This is still your only chance to get out of this alive. You can either stick to your current game plan, and I will eventually have to kill you. Or, you can put down the knife, kick it over here, and I’ll let you walk. God as my witness.”

The soldier seems like he wants to believe Ragnar, but his better judgement is telling him not to. “Jesus, I can’t believe this,” he mumbles. “You killed Lukas … this is bad … this is really bad …”

“It’ll only get worse if you don’t lay down that knife,” Ragnar says. “Look, I’ll take the first step …”

“Don’t …!” the soldier begins, tightening his grip on Kristoffer, probably expecting Ragnar to come closer.

But Ragnar simply crouches down, places the rifle carefully on the rocky ground, then straightens back up, both his knees popping. “There,” he says, holding out his palms. “Your turn.”

As the soldier seems to consider what to do, Ragnar looks Kristoffer dead in the eye and asks: “Das Ding aufgeladen?”

Kristoffer blinks. It takes his brain a couple of seconds to adjust to the shift in language. Then he says: “Was … was für ein Ding?”

“Die Nagelpistole.”

Kristoffer is so surprised by this, if he hadn’t been caught in a chokehold, he would have looked down. He doesn’t need to, though, in order to realize that he’s still holding the nail gun. It’s hanging right there, in his right hand. He forgot all about it. Incredibly, the soldier hasn’t noticed it either. “Ja, schon,” he tells Ragnar.

“What are you saying?” the soldier asks. For the first time, he’s stopped chewing. “What the fuck are you guys talking about?”

“I’m telling him it’ll be all right,” Ragnar says.

“The hell you are! You said something about a pistol! You have a second weapon on you!”

Ragnar smiles. “No, I don’t.” He pulls up his shirt, turning around slowly, showing his belt empty all the way around. He then folds up his sleeves. “Satisfied? Now, please drop the knife.”

“I can’t do it,” the soldier says. “You’ll fucking shoot me the moment I do!”

“I told you, I won’t.” Ragnar keeps looking at the soldier as he says: “Er wird das Messer nicht weglegen. Du musst ihn erschießen.”

Kristoffer’s heart, which was already beating fast, now goes into overdrive. This is not the right way; this is escalating. But he can’t stop it now. He’s afraid Ragnar’s right. The soldier was never going to buy Ragnar’s bluff. This could very well end with Kristoffer getting his throat cut open if he doesn’t do as Ragnar wants him to.

“No more fucking German!” the soldier shouts. “You’re trying to trick me!”

“Wenn ich das Wort ‘schießen’ sage,” Ragnar goes on calmly, “schießt du ihm einen Nagel ins Knie.”

Kristoffer swallows a big lump. “Gut,” he croaks. He tightens the grip on the nail gun. It’s sweaty. His index finger finds the trigger.

“Stop it!” the soldier screams. “Cut it out! One more fucking word I don’t understand, and I swear I’m going to cut off this guy’s fucking ear! You hear me?!”

“Okay, okay,” Ragnar says, holding up his arms. “We’ll stop now.”

“What were you saying? Tell me right now exactly what you were talking about, and no more obvious lies!”

Ragnar lowers his hands in a “calm down” motion. “It’s all right, really. I just needed to tell my partner that in case he doesn’t make it out of this alive, it was an honor knowing him, and that he schießen feel bad for how things—”

Ragnar slips the cue word in there so discreetly, Kristoffer almost misses it.

He acts before he can think. Even as Ragnar is still talking, he pulls back his arm, presses the tip of the nail gun into the side of the soldier’s leg, and squeezes the trigger hard.
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Ella opens her eyes with a sudden jolt.

She sits upright, looks around the room.

It feels like she was gone for a very long time.

Is this what it feels like? she thinks, realizing to her surprise that she can think. Is this what it’s like being a zombie?

She looks down at her hands. Her skin isn’t green like she expected. And what’s even more curious, she seems to be able to control her movements. Turning over her hands, she opens and closes the fingers. They react to her will. No jerks or spasms. She’s not even shaking anymore.

What’s happening here? Why do I feel like myself?

For a moment, the entire world spins around its axis, making her so dizzy, she almost passes out again. She must be dead, and this must be some kind of dream. Maybe her mind is blocking out everything, creating its own, comforting reality.

Except she doesn’t feel like she’s dreaming. In fact, she feels more clear-headed now than before she passed out. The fever is obviously gone, too. Her hair and clothes are still damp, but she’s not burning up anymore, and the wound on her wrist isn’t hurting either. It doesn’t even look infected anymore.

“This can’t be real,” Ella says. The sound of her own voice only strengthens the impression that this is in fact real. But of course, it can’t be. She’s dead. She died. She remembers it all too vividly.

Then what the hell is this? Purgatory? Some sort of afterlife? I don’t get it …

She gets to her feet. The muscles in her legs, arms and back tell her just how worn they are from the exertion she’s put them through since last night. Also, her body is tired from not sleeping all night and from fighting the infection. This, too, just makes everything seem more real.

She looks at herself in the mirror, and it’s what finally brings it home all the way.

She’s not only alive, she’s perfectly fine.

I kicked it, she realizes at last. I beat the infection …

The first thing that comes to mind is calling her mom. Delivering the good news won’t only bring her mother great relief, it’ll also once and for all cement the fact that this is real. She picks her phone off the floor, only to find it’s run out of battery.

“Damnit …”

She slips it into her pocket, and as she turns towards the door, she becomes aware of the sounds that have been there all along: shuffling feet, several of them, going back and forth. It doesn’t exactly sound like anyone is working the door from the other side, which is kind of weird. Since Ella hasn’t turned into a zombie, they should still be interested in her.

Unless …

Ella has a crazy thought. One that’s simply too implausible.

Still, she needs to know for sure. So, she turns the lock and pushes down the handle. Opening the door halfway, she sees an old lady over by the windows. Her back is turned, and she hasn’t noticed Ella yet.

Then, into view comes an old man, as he lumbers around the door to stare directly in at Ella. She’s close to slamming the door again, but something makes her hesitate.

The old guy just stands there. His black eyes rest on her for a moment. His jaw moves, as though he’s chewing bubblegum.

Then he simply goes on, shambling across the apartment to join the lady by the windows.

Ella breaks into shrill laughter. She can’t help it. The sound doesn’t even make the zombie couple turn around. They don’t care anymore. It’s like she’s not there.

“Holy hell,” Ella breathes. “I’ve become immune …”
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It should be easy.

Just let go, land, and climb to safety. He even has the female cop ready to help him out. She’ll grab him if he goes astray. At least if he’s within reach.

But Aksel is exhausted. His muscles are worn, making his movements stiff, his reactions delayed.

Add to that the fact that his life is literally at stake, and it’s not easy at all.

And he messes up.

He feels it the split-second his hands let go of the wire. His grip is way too crampy, and his fingers are reluctant to open. This means he doesn’t drop straight down, but instead tilts backwards—which is hands down the worst that could have happened, because that means he’ll land on his ass or worse, his back.

And as soon as he begins falling, it’s too late. There’s no way he’s correcting his balance and bringing his legs back under his body. He’s completely at the mercy of gravity and rotational momentum.

The cop sees it and cries out something Aksel doesn’t register. The only thing he’s aware of at that moment is a starkly vivid image that flashes into his mind, clearing out everything else.

Jakob.

Lying there.

Fallen. Broken. Dead.

And now, Aksel is falling too. He will break. He will die.

“No!”

The word thrusts itself up from his lower belly and out of his mouth in a hoarse, animallike roar.

At the same time, Aksel swings his flailing arms to the left, his legs to the right, twisting his spine in order to turn over. It’s like he’s seen cats do, except Aksel has no tail to help him along, and he’s much less graceful.

Yet he manages to flip his upper body around just enough that he can catch the cop’s hands. His lower body is still facing at a ninety-degree angle from the rest of him, and as his hip connects painfully with the roof of the car, his legs slam down on top of the head of the nearest zombie. It collapses with a groan, as Aksel begins kicking wildly, and the others immediately grab for him. The cop yanks him hard, and Aksel feels several sets of fingers scrape down over his shins, ankles, and feet, some of them very close to grabbing hold. But then he’s out of reach, clutching the cop in an awkward embrace.

She pulls Aksel along as she ducks back into the car, and he dives headfirst after her.

And then he’s inside. Landing clumsily over the middle console, he almost knocks his chin against the handbrake. Flopping sideways, he turns right-side-up, and finds himself sitting in the passenger seat, blinking.

“Christ, that was close,” the cop sighs, staring at him from the driver’s seat. “You okay?”

Aksel swallows and nods. “I think so.”

“Quite a move you did,” she says, sounding almost impressed. “I was sure you were going off the side, but then you …” She flips over her hands, illustrating Aksel’s aerial gymnastics.

“Yeah, I know,” he mutters. “It was pure reflex.”

“Please,” Belinda says from the back, her head appearing between the seats. “I’m glad you made it, Axe. But my daughter is still down there …”

As though prompted by her mother, Rosa’s voice comes from below: “Are you guys all okay?”

“We’re fine, honey! Don’t worry, we’ll get you out of there …” Looking at Aksel, she raises her eyebrows in an expression somewhere between a plea and a question.

Aksel blinks. A few seconds ago, he narrowly dodged death—again—and he can’t recall the plan. Then his hand goes to his pocket and fishes out the keychain. “All right,” he mutters, clearing his throat. “Listen up, Rosa. I have this strong magnet on a string. I’ll drop it from the window and lower it to the ground. You need to attach the key to the magnet so that I can pull it back in. That make sense?”

“Sure,” Rosa says after only a brief pause. “But what about me?”

“Yeah,” Belinda says, frowning. “How will that save my daughter?”

“Once we can get the car started, we’ll drive off slowly,” Aksel says. Then, addressing the floor: “Rosa, you’ll have to cling on to the underside as we—”

“No way,” Belinda says immediately. “That’s way too dangerous. What if she’s crushed? What if she can’t hold on?”

“I know it’s risky,” Aksel says, lowering his voice. “But it’s the best I’ve got. And I do think it can actually work.”

He looks at the cop for her opinion. She seems to be lost in thought, but she comes back to as she senses both him and Belinda turning their attention on her. “I’m not sure it’ll work,” she says in an oddly emotionless tone. “But I can’t think of anything better.”

Aksel surveys her face for a moment. Something’s clearly weighing heavily on her mind. She’s not at all determined like she was before. In fact, she seems to have lost interest in dealing with the situation. Aksel recalls her talking on the phone while he and Belinda were still inside the building. Whatever that call was about, it must have been something awful, because it seriously damaged her will to survive.

Belinda squeezes her lips together. Then, looking down: “Rosa, honey? Did you hear the plan?”

“Sure.”

“Is there anything you can grab hold of?”

“I … I think so. There’s this pipe-thing, and I can get my arms around it. I’m not sure how long I can keep myself suspended, though.”

“That’s probably the exhaust pipe,” Aksel chimes in. “That should hold just fine. It’ll turn hot eventually, but that’s not something we need to worry about, because we probably won’t have to drive more than a few hundred yards or so. It’s just until we’ve ditched the dead folks, and I’ll jump out and pull her inside. Listen, Rosa, are you still wearing both shoes?”

“Yes.”

“Then place your feet on the ground and only lift your upper body. Never mind it’ll ruin your shoes; it’ll give you a much better chance of holding on. And make sure your head is facing the front end of the car.”

“Okay. I got it.”

The girl sounds, if not outright scared, then at least anxious. But also surprisingly determined. As though she’s focusing on the task at hand instead of being scared. Which is rather astounding, considering the circumstances and her slim chances of survival, which even she must be aware of.

Damnit, I really like her, Aksel thinks. If anything happens to her, I’ll never forgive myself.

He’s very aware that he’s already emotionally come to view Rosa as a sibling, and he’s not surprised at all to find that he feels just as protective of her as he did of Jakob. It’s almost like losing his brother has made his mind aim his love at the girl instead. As though it still had a strong need to be the older brother, the leader, the guardian of someone.

“Can we please get moving?” Belinda says, glancing out at the dead people. The windows by now are smeared in a mixture of blood and saliva, turning everyone outside to figures moving in a bright red haze.

“Right,” Aksel says, opening the ball and pulling out the string. “Ready, Rosa? I’ll lower the magnet from the passenger side window now.”

“I’m ready,” Rosa confirms.

It’s only as he goes to roll down the window that he realizes with a sinking feeling that there’s a glaring hole in his plan.

He’s used to driving his dad’s truck, which is a lot older. It has mechanical crank handles—something no newer vehicle still comes with. The MPV only has a button. And, since the engine is shut off, it doesn’t work.

“Shit,” Aksel mutters.

“What’s wrong?” Belinda says, sounding alarmed right away.

“I can’t open the window,” he says. “I’ll have to smash it. Maybe if I can just punch a hole in the upper corner …”

“That won’t work,” the cop says evenly. “It’ll shatter. Modern car windows do that.”

Aksel leans back and lets out a hard breath through his nose. “Goddamnit! So close …”

“Are you serious?” Belinda asks, raising her voice.

“I’m sorry,” Aksel mutters. “I forgot the windows couldn’t be—”

“No, because you didn’t think this through, did you?” she cuts him off. “You just wanted to go climbing on that stupid wire like an action hero, didn’t you?”

“Listen,” Aksel says, rubbing his forehead. “We can probably figure this out. We just need to—”

“Need to what?” Belinda almost shouts. “To think? Well, that’s a little too late! Should have done that before we ended up here. Now we’ll all die, and there’s nothing we can—”

“We’re not dying,” Aksel growls. “Stop with the fucking disaster talk, will you? It’s not helping.”

“Well, you’re not helping, either!” Belinda shouts in his ear.

Aksel turns in his seat to glare at her. “Not helping? If not for me, we’d all still be inside that fucking building!”

“Yes, and that would have been better!” Belinda shouts, fake-laughing, even though she sounds like she’s close to tears. “Can’t you see, we’re trapped like rats here? In there, we at least had options! That stupid plan with the magnet was never gonna work!”

“You think of something, then,” Aksel shouts. “Since you’re such a fucking expert!”

“I trusted you! You told me this was the only way!”

“The only way I could think of,” Aksel corrects her, still shouting. “I was open to other suggestions every step of the way. It’s your daughter down there, and I haven’t heard you come up with a single useful suggestion. All you do is panic and whine!”

Belinda’s eyes turn from fiery to all-out rage. “You piece of shit!” She lunges at him, obviously intending to claw at his face, and Aksel just manages to catch her wrists before she can do so. Belinda screams obscenities at Aksel while still trying to get at him. Aksel tries to fend her off, but it’s like pacifying a furious cat. The cop makes a half-hearted attempt to separate them, like a jaded boxing referee. Belinda pries her hand free and begins taking swings at Aksel, when—

Suddenly, she stops dead. Her expression goes blank. She’s staring at something behind Aksel.

He turns his head and sees the window rolling down, apparently on its own accord. Before it’s halfway open, the nearest zombie—a woman—sticks her arms in and grabs at Aksel. He yelps and jumps backwards, landing halfway on top of the cop. Belinda begins screaming. Aksel kicks at the woman, who’s about to climb through the opening, when the window suddenly stops, then rolls back up. Aksel’s shoe connects with the woman’s head, pushing it back out, allowing the window to roll almost all the way up, pinning both her arms. She snarls and grabs for them, but she can’t reach. Two other dead people notice the opportunity and try to squeeze their hands through the narrow opening.

Aksel is afraid the joined force will be enough to push the window down, but it holds.

“What the hell?” he cries out, climbing off the cop’s lap. “Who did that?”

“It was me.”

Rosa’s voice makes them all look down.

“There’s a button on the key, showing a window. I can control it from down here.”

“Jesus Christ,” Aksel breathes, looking from Belinda to the cop, smiling. “You could have warned us before testing it …”

“I tried to,” Rosa says matter of factly. “You were busy fighting.”

The way she says it, it’s suddenly like the ages have been reversed. As though Aksel and Belinda are the kids and Rosa the only responsible adult.

Aksel can tell Belinda feels it too, because she averts his eyes and blushes. “Sorry,” she mutters—apparently addressing both him and her daughter. Then, a little louder: “Just don’t press the button again, okay, honey?”

“I won’t.”

The sounds from the zombies are significantly louder now that the window is open. Aksel doesn’t mind. Now they have what they need: a way to get the magnet out and down to the ground.


2



Kristoffer only meant to fire once, but he squeezes the trigger so hard, the nail gun goes off three or four times in rapid succession.

… slam-hiss-slam-hiss-slam-hiss …

Ragnar comes running forward.

The soldier screams out, as he finally registers the pain, and Kristoffer feels the pressure from the blade against his neck increase. He instinctively leans away and grabs the soldier’s wrist with his left hand, pushing it back.

He needn’t have bothered, though.

The soldier wasn’t trying to cut him, he was simply falling down. Still screaming, he collapses to the side, clutching his leg. Ragnar reaches them and yanks Kristoffer back, even though he’s in no real danger. The soldier is so preoccupied with his leg, he doesn’t even seem to register them.

“You shot me!” he cries out. “You fucking shot me, you asshole!”

“Great job,” Ragnar says, letting out a hard breath. “Great job, Kris.”

Kristoffer feels dizzy. His fingers go the place on his neck where the blade just was. He can’t feel any cuts. He checks his fingertips. No blood, either.

“You shot me in the leg!” the soldiers wails. “It hurts so bad!”

“It’s just a fucking nail,” Ragnar grunts, going back to pick up his rifle.

“A nail?” the soldier exclaims, looking up at Kristoffer with pain and disbelief painted on his face.

“Yes, a nail,” Ragnar says, returning with the rifle. “Any carpenter with a shred of self-respect has tried accidentally putting one in themselves. So stop bawling like a baby.”

“But … but how?” The soldier looks at the nail gun still in Kristoffer’s hand. “Where the hell did you get that from?”

“I had it all along,” Kristoffer hears himself mutter in a tone that’s almost apologetic.

Ragnar loads the rifle, and, waving at Kristoffer, mutters: “Maybe step back a bit, Kris. And cover your ears.”

“Wait, what are you …?” Kristoffer asks, when the soldier cuts him off.

“No! No, no, no, wait, wait, wait! Don’t do it, man! Come on! Please! Please don’t!”

Ragnar ignores the pleading completely. He raises the rifle to his shoulder, closes one eye, takes careful aim at the guy, and—

“Stop!” Kristoffer shouts, grabbing the barrel of the rifle.

Ragnar glares at him with a mixture of anger and disbelief. “Let go of my rifle, Kris.” His tone is low, hostile. “And don’t ever do that again …”

“I’m only letting go if you promise not to shoot him.”

Ragnar’s eyebrows, which are already close knitted, dip even lower. “Why the hell would we let him live? What’s it to you? He just tried to kill you!”

“I don’t want any more killing,” Kristoffer says firmly. He feels the muscles around his mouth quiver, but he doesn’t let go of the gun. “There’s been too much death. We’re supposed to fight the goddamn zombies, and we’re running around shooting at each other instead! What the hell’s wrong with us?” He’s shouting now, but he can’t stop himself. It feels like several days’ worth of pent-up shock and dread are suddenly spilling out of him. He’s looking from Ragnar, who’s still mad-dogging him, to the soldier, who’s still on the ground, staring up at them with incredulity and budding hope on his face. “So the two of you better put down the fucking hatchet, or I’m out of here, and you can have fun fighting to the death!”

He stops talking, breathing heavily.

“I promise,” the soldier says quickly. “No more fighting. I never wanted it in the first place, I swear. I wasn’t going to hurt anyone; I was just trying to protect myself.”

Kristoffer nods, then looks at Ragnar. “And you?”

Ragnar yanks the rifle from him, and for a terrible second, Kristoffer is certain he’ll shoot them both. But then he slings it over his shoulder. “All right. I’ll agree not to shoot this prick.” He sends the soldier a menacing look. “If he tells us everything we need to know about his psycho partner … whatshisname?”

The soldier looks from Ragnar to Kristoffer, clearly confused. “You mean Kjell? Sure, fine, I’ll—” He cuts himself off with a hiss. “Damnit! It hurts like hell …”

Ragnar sighs. “Help him get that nail out, will you? So he can stop whining and start talking.” He nods towards the cave. “There’s a pair of pliers in the blue tool box. That should do the trick. I’ll stay out here, keep an eye out for Rambo.”

Kristoffer glances over at the dead soldier. “I really don’t think he’ll be coming back.”

Ragnar scoffs. “You’re so wide-eyed, Kris. I forget sometimes how young you are.”

“You don’t know Kjell,” the soldier says, talking through gritted teeth. “He’s not your typical … he’s not a normal person. And you just shot his brother. Shit. This is bad. I’m telling you, he’s coming back. And he’ll probably kill all of us.”

Ragnar looks at Kristoffer, raising one eyebrow. “See? I know a psycho when I meet one.”

The soldier winces again, carefully touching his blood-drenched pants. “Jesus Christ! Can we please get this over with? I’m bleeding like a pig here …”

Kristoffer frowns at Ragnar. “I can’t just pull the nails out of his leg with a plier! That’s not how you—”

“Sure you can,” Ragnar says, having turned his back and already lost interest in the conversation. He’s scanning the area and checking the monitor for the motion sensors.

Kristoffer throws out his arms. “But what if they’re lodged in the bone?”

Ragnar sends him a look over his shoulder, shrugging. “Then you pull harder.”
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It’s not exactly comfortable lying on the hard concrete. And she really wishes she was wearing a jacket. Now that the worst of the fear has dwindled somewhat, the cold has taken over and is keeping her in an iron grip, making it hard to move her arms and legs properly. Her nose feels like an icicle, her butt is numb, and even though she keeps blowing into her hands, her fingers are all stiff.

At first, she was terrified at the sight of the dead people trying to get to her from all sides. Their black eyes staring hungrily at her, their snapping mouths dripping with foam, their greenish hands clawing away. Once she realized they couldn’t get to her no matter how badly they wanted, she was able to relax a little. The car is made in such a way that the sides, front and back are all very low, while the actual undercarriage is taller. So even though she had to push hard initially to get under the car, now that she’s here, she has enough room to turn over—which she does. Having to catch the magnet and fasten the key to it seems easier while lying on her stomach.

“Okay, Rosa,” Aksel says from above, speaking loud enough to drown out the choir of moans and groans from the zombies. “Here it comes … I’m lowering it now.”

Rosa turns her head toward where she assumes the front passenger door must be—the only thing she has to go on are the tires, as the rest of the view is blocked by dead people.

She waits, looks, holding her breath.

“You see it?” Aksel shouts.

“No!”

“It should be on the ground now …”

“I don’t see it anywhere.”

“Hold on … I’ll pull it back up and try again … Damnit!”

“What is it?” Mom’s voice.

“The string’s gotten entangled in something … There, it came free … Okay, take two …”

Rosa looks, but still doesn’t see the magnet.

Aksel tries a few more times without any luck.

Mom asks if he’s sure this’ll work.

Rosa is beginning to wonder about that, too—when suddenly, she sees something silvery. There’s a very thin, almost invisible string, too.

“Stop!” she calls out, as Aksel is about to pull the magnet back up. “I see it! I see it, Aksel!”

“You do?”

“Uh-huh. But there’s a woman … she keeps covering it with her arm … I don’t know if I can get to it without her grabbing me …”

“Be careful, honey!” Mom urges her, sounding immediately alarmed. “Don’t take any chances …”

“No, I won’t,” Rosa says, chewing her frozen lip. Her heart is beating fast. The magnet is right there, three feet away. If the zombies hadn’t been there, she could simply reach out her hand and take it.

“Can you use your leg, maybe?” Aksel suggests. “They can’t easily bite through shoes.”

“No, but they can tear it off,” Mom says. “She needs something else …”

“There’s nothing here,” Rosa says, glancing around, even though she knows it’s just her down here.

“Maybe there’s something inside the car,” the cop suggests—it’s the first time Rosa hears her speak, and her voice is weirdly dreamy. “I saw an umbrella in the back when I searched for the key.”

“Let me get it,” Mom says.

Rosa waits.

“Okay, Rosa,” Aksel says. “I’m going to drop the umbrella from the window. We only get one shot. I can’t pull it back up like I did with the string. You ready?”

“Ready,” Rosa confirms.

“Here it comes …”

Rosa doesn’t see it right away. It probably lands on top of the zombies. Then she catches sight of something red. The umbrella has made it to the ground, but it’s even farther away than the magnet—and because of how the dead guy next to the woman is pushing against the car, his knee shoves the umbrella back a few more feet, placing it way outside of Rosa’s reach.

“It’s gone,” she says with a sigh. “I can’t reach it.”

“Fuck!” Aksel says. “All right, Rosa, give us a minute to check for anything else …”

A minute passes. Then another one. She can hear them talking together. She doesn’t take her eyes off the magnet. It’s moving a little back and forth because of the woman’s movements, but it largely stays in place, right below her left armpit.

“I have a belt,” Aksel says finally. “That’s really the only thing we’ve got, Rosa. You think that’ll work?”

Rosa considers. She’s been staring at the magnet, but now she notices something else. The zombie on the other side of the woman—an older guy—keeps trying to edge in from the side. He’s halfway behind the wheel, and that seems to bother him. He keeps moving his head sideways, as though trying to see Rosa. It gives her an idea.

“I think I’ll try something else,” she says. “I don’t know if it’ll work, but …”

“What is it?” Mom asks sharply. “Is it risky?”

“A little, maybe. I’ll take off my shirt, and I’ll throw it in the face of the woman. If she can’t see me, she can’t grab me. If I can just blind her for two seconds, I can grab the magnet.”

She expects Mom to object, but she doesn’t. A moment of silence follows.

When someone does speak, it’s not her mom, but Aksel. “I don’t think that’s a bad idea. But maybe use your pants instead. And put your socks on your hands. That way, they’ll be better protected if she scratches you by accident.”

“All right,” Rosa says. She begins pulling off her shoes, socks and pants. It’s difficult because of the narrow space and her frozen hands. But she manages. The skin on her legs is already cold, but placing it against the icy concrete, it begins outright hurting. She ignores it as best she can, puts one of her socks on her right hand, and then sticks her left hand into one of her shoes. Then she takes the pants, gathers them into a bundle, and moves very slowly and carefully closer to the woman. When she’s only inches out of her reach, Rosa stops. The woman gets riled up by Rosa coming closer, and she snarls and moans and claws away eagerly.

“I’ll do it now,” she says, hearing her own voice falter a little. She’s not sure if it’s fear or the cold that’s making her tremble all over.

“Please, please be careful, honey,” Mom says, sounding on the verge of tears.

“I will,” Rosa promises.

Then she takes two more breaths, and she flings the pants into the face of the woman.

She can tell right away that it works. The woman gives off an annoyed grunt and begins thrashing to get the pants off. When that doesn’t work, she uses her hands—which means she’s no longer reaching for Rosa.

Rosa immediately moves closer and goes for the magnet with her sock-hand. She grabs it, and just as she pulls back, the woman manages to rip the pants aside, and her black eyes fix on Rosa right away, visibly surprised to see her this close. Rosa screams out and lifts her left hand as the woman grabs for her. She catches her wrist—Rosa is thankful that Aksel made her use her pants instead of her shirt—and pulls hard. Rosa yanks her arm the other way, but the woman is too strong. Rosa screams as the woman pulls her arm to her mouth, opens wide and bites down hard right on the tip of the shoe. Rosa tugs her arm back hard again, and this time, her hand slips out of the shoe, and she’s free. But she’s also still within reach of the woman. Luckily, the zombie spends a couple of seconds chewing fiercely away at Rosa’s shoe, and it’s all she needs to pull back into the center of the car and out of reach.

She lies there for a moment, her heart pounding so hard it’s making her dizzy. She can’t hear anything but the woman’s angry snarl as she realizes the shoe isn’t edible, pushes it aside and instead resumes trying to reach Rosa.

Slowly, other sounds return, and she becomes aware that her mom is screaming for her.

“Rosa?! … Rosaaa?! … Are you okay? … Oh, God! … Rosa?!”

“I’m … fine,” Rosa croaks. She clears her throat, and calls out, a little louder: “I’m fine, Mom. Nothing happened to me.”

“Oh, thank heaven!” her mom exclaims. “Are you sure? Are you sure you’re okay?”

“I am,” Rosa says, turning over her frozen hand. It’s completely unscathed. Not a single scratch. Had she not worn the shoe, she would no doubt be looking at a bloody mess with missing fingers and bones sticking.

“The magnet?” Aksel asks. “Did you get it?”

Rosa realizes to her horror that she forgot all about the magnet. She turns her head to look at her sock hand. It’s still clutched into a fist. The thin, transparent nylon string runs out from between her thumb and the rest of her fingers. And, as her freezing, cramped-up hand reluctantly opens, she sees the magnet lying there.

“I got it,” she whispers. “I got it!”

“Yes!” Aksel shouts, sounding like he’s watching a game on TV and his team just scoring. “Awesome! You’re such a rockstar, Rosa! Well done!”

Rosa can’t help but smile. Her cheeks are so frozen by now, they can hardly move. Her nose and eyes are running, and she’s shivering badly. Even talking is hard. “I’ll attach … the key now,” she says.

The key is still there, on the ground, and it clicks onto the magnet willingly.

“Okay, Axe,” she calls, placing the key and the magnet on the concrete. “You can pull it up now.”

For a few seconds nothing happens. Then the string slowly tightens, and the magnet begins sliding across the ground. Rosa follows it with her eyes, holding her breath. It won’t be easy. The string seems like it’s running close up against the car door, so hopefully nothing will block its way. But first, it needs to get past the woman. It’s running right past her face. The magnet is pulled in between her groping hands, and for a moment, Rosa fears she’ll grab the key and yank it off. That would be all it took to ruin their escape.

But of course, the woman has no idea what they’re trying to do, and she doesn’t even seem to notice the magnet. It continues closer to her face, pauses briefly next to her chin, then lifts off the ground and dangles like a hovering earring just inches from the side of her face. She moves her head, bumping against the magnet, and it sways a little. But the key stays on there. It rises farther still, and it’s almost out of Rosa’s sight, when it gets entangled in the woman’s hair.

“Shit,” Aksel says. “No, no, no. It’s stuck on something.”

“It’s her … hair,” Rosa tells him. “Try … jiggling it …”

The magnet moves up and down. Carefully at first, then a little more. The key turns a little as strands of the woman’s hair comes between it and the magnet, and for a terrifying moment, Rosa is sure it’ll drop.

Then the woman makes another move with her head, whipping her hair to the side, and it frees the magnet right up. It rises up, bringing the key along, disappearing from sight.

“Okay,” Aksel says. “Okay, I think it’s coming … I think it—” He cuts himself off with a gasp. A moment of silence. Then he shouts: “I got it! I fucking got it!”
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The operation—to Kristoffer’s immense relief—turns out a lot simpler and less risky than he feared.

Only two of the nails went in, and they’re sitting just inside the skin. The hard part, really, is getting the guy’s pants off, since they’ve effectively been nailed to his leg. After they manage to do that, pulling the nails out with the pliers is very straightforward and over in a couple of seconds. They slide out with soft, wet noises, and Kristoffer drops them to the floor.

The guy grinds his teeth, hisses and slaps his other leg as though to distract himself. “Jesus, Mary and Josef, that’s the most painful thing I’ve ever tried …”

“Then I’m sure this won’t bother you too much,” Kristoffer mutters, opening the first aid kit and taking out the hydrogen peroxide. He unscrews it and splashes a little on the wounds.

The soldier cries out, pulling his leg away. “What the hell, man? You’re supposed to use a cotton swab and dab it gently …”

“Sorry,” Kristoffer shrugs. “I’m not a doctor.”

“And you never took a first aid course either, I take it?” the guy grunts, then breaks into a nervous laugh. “Look, I’m sorry … you’re a good guy. I’m just fucking stressed out here … it’s been a crazy couple of days, you know? And now this messed-up situation …” He runs both hands through his hair, then back down over his face, covering his eyes and sighing deeply. “I really wanted to make it to Sweden. Now I’m gonna die in a cave instead.”

“You’re not dying,” Kristoffer assures him, placing a wide Band-Aid over the wounds. “If it becomes septic, Ragnar has all sorts of antibiotics, and I’m sure we can—”

“I’m not talking about that,” the soldier says grimly. “I’m talking about Kjell. He never liked me. It was Lukas who convinced him to bring me along, because I’m the one with the contact in Sweden. Anyway, now that Lukas is dead, I’m sure Kjell will enjoy killing me just for the sport of it.”

Kristoffer frowns. “No one’s like that in real life.”

The guy huffs. “You don’t know Kjell, then.”

“No, we don’t,” Ragnar says, suddenly standing there. “So please, fill us in.”

The soldier licks his lips, looking from Kristoffer to Ragnar, seemingly uncertain where to begin. He reaches into his breast pocket and pulls out a packet of chewing gum, popping two into his mouth. Apparently, he either swallowed or dropped the gum he was already chewing sometime during the fight.

“I’m Kris by the way,” Kristoffer says, helping the guy break the ice. “This is Ragnar.”

“Yeah, I got that,” the soldier says, smacking away at the new gum. “I’m Jan.” He takes a breath. “All right, so, here’s the deal. Kjell is a maniac. Like, a proper psycho. I’m positive he murdered kittens and stuff as a child. I don’t think he was ever convicted of anything, but he fits the profile perfectly. I’ve known him for eight, nine years or something, and he’ll still give me the creeps sometimes when he talks.” The soldier shrugs. “He’s got no empathy. He only cares about himself, and maybe his older brother. Lukas was the only family he had, and now that you killed him …” Jan looks at Ragnar and shakes his head. “There’s no way in hell he’s letting that slide.”

“Of course not,” Ragnar says simply. “I sure wouldn’t. So, what can we expect? Will he come in swinging, or is he stealthy type?”

Jan works the gum hard, his eyes darting around the cave for a few seconds. “Neither of them, I think. I mean, he can be very sneaky when he wants to. You saw how he and Lukas slipped up on you guys without a sound. It was me who tripped that alarm; Kjell would never be so careless. He’s trained for shit like that. I’m just a radio operator.”

“So there’s no need to set up anymore trip wires,” Ragnar concludes. “How do you think he’ll be coming for us?”

Jan shakes his head. “I don’t know. Honestly. I’m sure he’ll think of some clever way. He’s a great problem solver, and he’s got that devious way of thinking. Like, this one time, he told me about how three guys came for him back in college. He’d provoked them or something, so they followed him to the restroom to kick his ass. He locked himself in a stall, and there was no way to get out. Still, he walked away without a scratch.” Jan raises his eyebrows. “You know how he got outta there?”

Ragnar doesn’t say anything, so Kristoffer clears his throat. “How did he do it?”

“He shat in his own hand, opened the door, and threw it in their faces. One of them still came for him, so he poked his eye out with the key for his scooter. He was a juvenile, so he just got transferred to another school.”

“Fuck,” Kristoffer mutters.

“All right,” Ragnar says in a surprisingly even tone. “So he’s not afraid to get his hands dirty, and he likes to be dramatic. Good to know.” Then, as though the subject has been covered, he points over his shoulder and says, “I’m hungry, so I’ll get the fire going. You guys can—”

“Wait,” Kristoffer cuts him off as Ragnar is about to leave. “You can’t go out there.”

“Why not?”

“Well, he’s still out there. He could be lying in wait. He might shoot you as soon as you step outside.”

“Nah,” Ragnar says, squeezing his lips shut while pulling down the corners of his mouth—it’s something Kristoffer has noticed him doing often, and it reminds him of Robert De Niro. “He won’t do that. It would be way too easy.”

Kristoffer looks at Jan for confirmation.

Jan shrugs. “I don’t know, but … I think you could be right.”

“Trust me,” Ragnar says. “If he wanted to just shoot us, he would have come for us already. No, he’s—”

Ragnar stops talking as a phone starts chiming.

Jan fumbles for the backpack. Kristoffer is surprised he’s getting a signal up here, but it makes sense when he actually sees Jan pull out the phone. It’s not a regular cell, but an old-school looking device with push-buttons and a narrow display. It also has a thick, foldable antenna.

“That him?” Ragnar asks as Jan just stares at the display.

The soldier blinks and looks up. “Uh-huh.”
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Holding the key in his hand feels surreal.

“So far, so good,” he says, looking from the cop to Belinda.

“I can’t believe that worked,” the cop says as she holds out her hand.

“I know,” Aksel concedes. “Let’s just pray it’ll start.”

He doesn’t really want to go there in his mind, but he has briefly considered all the things that could make the car not start. Dead battery. Empty tank. Or about a thousand things wrong with the engine. He’s not a car expert by a long stretch, but he knows modern vehicles like this one have all kinds of electronic components, and if one wire is broken, burned or even just wet, that could be enough for the whole system to shut down. After all, there could very well be a reason why the guy left his seemingly perfectly fine car in the middle of the parking lot.

“Of course it’ll start,” Aksel says, trying to sound confident as he hands her the key.

The cop takes it, slides it into the ignition and steps on the brake.

Aksel feels Belinda’s hand grab his shoulder as she leans forward. It seems like an impulse she’s not even aware of, because she’s staring at the dashboard.

The cop turns the key halfway, and all the lights come on. Aksel notices the fuel indicator shows four out of five bars. No warning signals, except for the one telling them the handbrake is on.

“Come on,” Aksel whispers, not really sure who he’s addressing.

The cop turns the key all the way. Aksel feels the engine more than he hears it. It’s so low-noise, he can barely make it out over the snarls and groans from the zombies. But there’s a very subtle buzz in his seat, which tells him the engine turned on without so much as a huff.

“Did it start?” Belinda almost shrieks, clutching Aksel’s shoulder. “Is it on?”

“It is,” the cop says plainly, as though she was never nervous—or maybe she just didn’t really give a damn.

“Thank God!” Belinda sighs.

“Okay, Rosa!” Aksel calls out, leaning forward. “You ready? We’re gonna drive now.”

A moment’s pause, then the girl calls back: “Ready!”

“Hold on with all you’ve got, honey!” Belinda tells her. “It’ll only take a minute or so, and then you’ll be safe.”

“I know, Mom. I’ll do my best.”

“And call out if you lose your grip, all right? We’ll stop immediately.” As she says this, Belinda sends the cop a significant look. The cop nods in return, but as she looks away, Aksel catches her eyes, and he can tell she’s thinking the same as him. That stopping will be way too late. If Rosa lets go, even the fastest reaction won’t be fast enough. She’ll be dead meat.

“All right,” Rosa confirms simply.

Once again, Aksel is impressed by the girl’s attitude. She must be exhausted, freezing, terrified. She’s about to undertake a very strenuous and difficult task. One little slip-up will likely mean death. And yet she sounds collected. Focused.

Wish I had half the guts of that girl. I’d have asked Frida out weeks ago. We could have had many more nights together before—

The thought of Frida sends a stab of pain through his heart, and he willfully pushes the memory back down. He’ll deal with her later. Her and Jakob. For now, it needs to be all about survival.

“I’ll give it a test,” the cop says, pulling Aksel from his thoughts. “I’ll drive a few yards, see if we can even get it moving.”

Aksel understands her doubt. There are a lot of dead people out there. When he and Belinda reached the car, there were maybe thirty or so. Now, there’s at least a hundred. It reminds Aksel of the crowd at a rock concert, all of them pushing to get to the front. If the car had been any lower, they wouldn’t have been able to see anything. But luckily, they’re seated just high enough to look over the forest of heads and hands. The road, as opposed to the parking lot, is almost empty. If they can just make it out there, they should have a clean run.

The cop puts it in Drive, releases the handbrake and steps carefully on the gas. The car doesn’t move at first—at least not forward. It’s swaying back and forth because of the push from the zombies. She steps a little harder, and Aksel can finally hear the engine as the MPV begins pushing back. The zombies standing squarely in front of the car are either shoved aside or forced backwards. They stagger, some of them fall over, but they don’t voluntarily get out of the way. If anything, they become more eager.

The car rolls a few yards, then the cop stops it again. “How are you holding up, Rosa?” Aksel calls out.

“Fine! It’s working.”

“Oh, Jesus,” Belinda breathes. She’s still clutching Aksel’s shoulder.

“That’s good,” says the cop, and Aksel can tell she seems a bit more awake now. As though the task at hand has momentarily called her back from whatever stupor she was in. “Take a short break, Rosa, and then we’ll go for it. I’ll drive maybe five yards, then turn out onto the road. Careful as we go down the slight ramp, okay?”

“Okay.”

A few seconds pass.

“You ready again?” the cop calls.

“Ready!”

The cop nods, then steps on the accelerator. The car begins pushing against the zombies, then slowly gets moving again.

Plowing through the crowd in slow motion, they are able to do exactly what Aksel was hoping: parting the dead people like Moses did the Red Sea. The car sways and rocks as they keep pushing from the sides. Aksel hears bones break from arms and legs getting caught under the tires. And the woman whose arms are pinned in his window gets dragged along for the ride, stumbling sideways while still hissing and groping for Aksel.

“Rosa, honey?” Belinda calls. “You still okay?”

No answer comes.

“Rosa!?”

“It’s okay, she’s focusing,” Aksel says. “It’s not easy holding your weight up like that. Let her concentrate.”

Belinda squeezes her lips together, looking like she’s fighting the urge to shout for her daughter again.

“She’s still there,” Aksel reassures her, adding in his mind: If not, we would have heard her scream.

“Okay, Rosa!” the cop shouts, turning the wheel, making the car go left. “Here comes the ramp!”

No answer from below—at least not one Aksel can make out.

The MPV dips down onto the street with one front tire, then the other, then both rear tires. It sways a little more violently than it’s done so far, and Aksel hears a sound he’s pretty sure comes from Rosa. It’s halfway between a whimper and a grunt.

“Honey?” Belinda cries out, as she obviously hears it too. “Stop!” she yells, grabbing the cop’s arm. “She slipped! Stop! Go back!”

“No,” Aksel says. “Keep driving!” He pries Belinda’s hand free and cups it in both of his own, catching Belinda’s terrified eyes. “It’s all right. She’ll call out if we need to stop. Okay?”

Belinda is breathing raggedly, but she manages to give a nod. She looks like she wants to puke or cry or both.

“Damnit,” the cop hisses. “They’re not backing off …”

Aksel looks out and sees how the crowd is following them like paparazzi stalking a celebrity. They are falling behind, but slowly. There are still a bunch of them in front of the car, and several more flanking the sides, staggering along.

“I need to speed up,” the cop mutters. “Hold on, Rosa! Just a few more !”

The car picks up speed. And it works. The zombies can only muster what’s equivalent to a brisk walk, and the car finally starts coming out of the woods. But the added speed also means that the ones in front are now getting run over instead of pushed aside, and the car bobs and sways hard as the tires rolls over the falling bodies.

“Hold on, Rosa!” Belinda screams.

Aksel looks back. Seeing most of the crowd fall behind them, he’s shocked to find just how many of the dead people had surrounded them. They take up most of the street. Some of them are already losing interest in trying to keep up with the car, and are headed off in other directions, hoping to find easier prey. The front runners, however, are still trying to close the growing gap to the MPV.

“She’s still there,” Aksel hears himself say. “She’s still hanging on.”

He begins to hope they’ll actually make it, when the cop exclaims: “Fuck!”

Turning around, he sees a big, bald-shaven guy latching on to the hood of the car. He seems to have used one of his fallen comrades as a springboard, and he’s managed to latch on to the wipers. He’s mashing his face against the windscreen, trying to bite at the cop.

She sends a gust of washer fluid up into his face, but it hardly seems to bother him. Instead she swerves the wheel gently back and forth. The zombie swings from side to side but doesn’t let go.

“I’ll deal with him,” Aksel says. “Just keep driving.”

The woman in his window is still along for the ride, though they’re going so fast now, she’s actually getting dragged rather than walking on her own. Aksel hits the button and rolls down the window. The woman drops with a snarl and disappears from sight. Aksel leans out the window and shouts: “Hold on, Rosa! Almost there!”

He reaches around to the front and catches the guy’s ankle. Pulling hard, he manages to drag both his legs off the hood. The zombie grunts and holds on, but now that he’s hanging with all his weight on one of the wipers, it can’t hold, and it breaks. The guy falls off, landing hard on the concrete, rolling around several times.

Aksel pulls back inside and looks out the rear window. Almost all of the undead have given up the chase. Only half a dozen seem hell-bent on catching up with the car, but they’re twenty yards away.

“Okay, we’re clear!” the cop says. “Get ready, Aksel!”

“Ready!”

The cop locks the brakes, and Aksel pushes open the door, throws himself out and drops to the ground. As he looks under the car, he’s afraid of what he’ll see.

Worst of all would be nothing—no Rosa.

Almost as bad would be Rosa, beaten and scraped bloody from the ride.

What he does see is the girl, both arms wrapped around the exhaust pipe, her eyes squeezed shut, her face determined. She’s only wearing one shoe, and it’s been almost torn to shreds but it’s still on her foot.

“Rosa!” he shouts, reaching in his hand. “Come on! Go, go, go!”

The girl opens her eyes, turns her head, and is obviously surprised to see his face. She only needs half a second to react. Unwrapping her arms, she slumps to the ground. She tries to roll over, tries to crawl towards him, but her strength is failing, and all she manages is to reach out her arm.

It’s enough, though.

Aksel grabs her frozen hand and yanks hard. The girl slides across asphalt. She has to turn her head sideways and exhale in order to get her head and chest out from under the car.

Belinda has opened her own door and is screaming from inside the car. She’s leaning out, reaching for Rosa with both arms, and if the cop hadn’t held her back, she would probably have come tumbling out.

Aksel doesn’t wait for Rosa to get up on her own—she probably can’t—so he simply hoists her up like a big dummy and all but throws her into the arms of her mother. He slams the door, and as he turns to jump in himself, the bald guy lunges for him. Out of pure reflex, Aksel pushes himself away from the car, and the guy bumps into the just-closed door. Aksel narrowly escapes and stumbles away. Turning, he sees the guy go for the open door, and he shouts for the cop to drive.

She doesn’t need the instruction, as she already stomped the accelerator. The MPV lunges forward half a second before the bald guy can jump in. Instead, he tries to grab hold of the side of the car, only managing to stumble and fall flat on his face.

“Yes!” Aksel exclaims in triumph. “We did it!”

Then he suddenly becomes aware of the fact that even though Rosa is safe inside the car, he himself is now standing in the middle of the road, unarmed and completely exposed.

The bald guy is already getting back up, and as Aksel glances back, he sees the group of front runners coming for him fast. Other random striders are closing in from the sides as well, and within seconds, Aksel will be torn apart alive. He gets moving, dodging the bald guy like an American footballer, and sprints for the car. The cop has slowed down without stopping completely, and the door is still open.

Aksel was always a fast runner, and he catches up quickly. Throwing himself inside, he slams the door, and the cop floors it. The MPV’s engine gives a willing roar, as though it’s been waiting impatiently to finally get going, and they accelerate fast.

“Oh, God, oh, thank heaven, oh, my sweet baby girl …”

Aksel turns around to see Belinda clutching Rosa. The girl is trembling uncontrollably. Her lips are blue, and her teeth are literally chattering. Her eyes are alive, though. And as they fix on Aksel, a twitch at the corner of her mouth implies that the girl tries to smile at him.
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“Should I answer?”

The satellite phone keeps ringing.

Both Jan and Kristoffer look at Ragnar.

“Of course you should answer,” he says. “Talk to him. Tell him you shot me.”

Jan frowns. “What? Why?”

Ragnar shrugs. “Because that’s probably the only thing that’ll deter him from coming back. But only if you make him believe I’m really dead.”

Jan starts chewing away fast at his gum, as though it’s a stress ball for his teeth. “I’m not sure I can sell it. He’ll probably see right through it.”

Ragnar crosses his arms, as though saying: “Go ahead, give it a try.”

Jan glances briefly at Kristoffer, like he’s looking for reassurance. Then he answers the call and places the phone to his ear. “Kjell? That you?”

Kris can’t help but lean in a little closer to listen.

“Hey, Jan,” Kjell’s voice comes over the satellite phone. “Tell you the truth, I thought it’d be that old guy answering my call.”

“No, no,” Jan says, shaking his head as though Kjell could see him. “I killed him. He’s dead.” He widens his eyes and looks up at Ragnar, holding his breath.

After a pause, Kjell asks: “Really?”

“Yeah, man. I checked his pulse to make sure. Dead as a doornail.”

“But you didn’t even have a gun.”

It sounds more like a statement than a question.

“I picked up one in the cave,” Jan says right away, obviously ready for it. “The guy had a small arsenal. It was easy, really. I just hunkered down and waited for him to come back. Shot him right in the chest when he stepped inside.”

Careful, Kristoffer thinks. You’re selling it too hard.

Apparently, Kjell picks up on it too, because he repeats: “In the chest, huh?”

“Yeah. Blew his goddamn heart out for what he did. Look, man, I’m really sorry about Lukas.”

“Yeah, me too,” Kjell says, his voice changing.

Jan seems uncertain about what to say. “He … he didn’t deserve to go out like that.”

“He sure didn’t.”

Jan looks at Ragnar again, and Ragnar mouths a single word: Hvor?

“Look, uhm, where are you at?” Jan asks.

“I’m close,” Kjell says simply.

“Close to where?”

“Where you are, of course. The old guy’s cave.”

Jan looks up at Ragnar. Ragnar shakes his head once.

“No, that … that’s not where I am,” he says. “I left after I killed the guy.”

“You did?”

“Yeah. I’ve been trying to find you.”

“You could have just called me.”

“Yeah.” Jan laughs nervously. “I realized that as soon as you called me. I’d completely forgotten the phone was in the backpack.”

Kjell doesn’t answer. Judging from his calm voice and lack of other noises, Kristoffer gets the impression he’s not moving. Wherever he is, he’s probably either standing or sitting. He’s focusing on the conversation. Listening to Jan’s words and tone. Trying to get a read on him.

On the surface, the way Jan is anxiously babbling would probably come off as dishonest to most people. But then again, the guy seems to always be at least somewhat on edge. And having just been through a shootout, where he—supposedly—shot a guy in cold blood, that wouldn’t make it all too implausible that he’s extra flustered. Maybe Kjell is thinking the same. Maybe he’s buying it.

“Look, if you tell me where you are, I can come to you,” Jan goes on. “We can still make it to Russia.”

“I’ve got a better idea,” Kjell says plainly. “Why don’t you put the old guy on?”

Jan’s chewing speeds up even more as he looks pleadingly up at Ragnar. “What? No, I told you, he’s dead.”

“I wanna speak with him. Give him the phone, Jan.”

Jan laughs shrilly. “Look, man, I’m telling you, he’s dead. So, unless you’ve got, like, a Ouija board or something, there’s no way you’re getting anything out of him. Besides, I left the cave already, and I don’t know—”

Ragnar calmly takes the phone from Jan, who lets out a hard breath, as though to say: “Thank God.”

The old guy places the phone to his ear and says simply: “Ragnar.”

Kjell grunts. “That’s your name, huh? Of course it is. It means ‘warrior,’ did you know that?”

“We can still call this quits,” Ragnar says, getting straight to the point. “You shot one of my guys, I shot one of yours. Fair is fair. We’ll let your buddy here walk, and you go on your merry way. How’s that?”

“That’s a reasonable suggestion,” Kjell says calmly. “Except the guy I shot was a fat, useless nobody. And the guy you shot … well, he was my brother.”

“Fair point,” Ragnar concedes. “But we have your guy hostage here, so letting him go should tip the scales back to fifty-fifty, wouldn’t you say?”

“Jan? That fucking waste of space? He’s not worth the air he’s breathing. In fact, after he just tried to trick me, I very much plan on killing him along with the rest of you.”

“Hey, come on!” Jan shouts. “I was under duress, Kjell! They have a gun to my head!”

Ragnar frowns with annoyance and snaps his fingers, signalling for Jan to shut up. “Look, I get it,” he tells Kjell. “Family is different. But there’s no need to make it personal. We were only defending ourselves.”

“And now I’m doing the same,” Kjell says, returning to his light-hearted tone. “I have no guarantee you won’t come looking for me. So I need to finish it before I move on.”

“That’s bull crap, and you know it. We just want to be left alone. As far as I’m concerned, our dispute is over.”

“Dispute,” Kjell repeats, chuckling. “You’re a real fucking talker, huh? Brawn and brains. Almost wish I could take you with me.”

“Sorry,” Ragnar says. “I’ll take my chances right here.”

“I know. That’s why I need to come back and turn that cave into a mass grave.”

“Oh, Jesus,” Jan mutters, chewing away frantically. He gets up and looks at Kristoffer. “Look, man. He means business. We need to get the hell away from here.”

“Sit down,” Ragnar says, not moving the phone from his ear. “And shut the hell up.”

Jan rounds on him. He glances towards the cave’s opening. For a moment, he looks like he’s considering making a run for it.

Ragnar just stares at him, his eyes saying, “Go ahead. Good luck out there.”

Jan, picking up on the unspoken message, sits down with a hard breath. He cradles his head, muttering to himself, “We’re all fucking dead …”

“Look,” Ragnar says to Kjell. “You sent your brother into the line of fire, and you knew damn well there was a risk. So did he. If you’re gonna seek vengeance on anyone who had a role to play in your brother’s death, then don’t forget yourself.”

“Oh, I won’t forgive myself for slipping up,” Kjell says. “I know I’m partly complicit. And I’m not sure I can live with the guilt. Honestly, I might just blow my own brains out after I’ve done yours. Would be a relief, to tell you the truth. With the shit I’ve been through, I’d be happy to put an end to things. Finally stop the nightmares.”

For the first time, Kristoffer gets the impression Kjell isn’t being completely honest. It’s not so much the killing himself part that strikes Kristoffer as insincere—he actually sounds like he doesn’t fear death or care if his life should end. But the thing about forgiving himself for bearing some responsibility for his brother’s death—that part doesn’t ring true.

He’s not feeling guilty at all, Kristoffer realizes, as a chill runs down his back. He’s got no conscience. He really is a real-life psycho.

“So you guys enjoy the last time together in that little cave of yours,” Kjell goes on. “Maybe kiss each other goodbye, or suck each other’s dicks if that’s your flavor. Because I’ll be coming back soon to make you—”

Ragnar abruptly ends the call, handing the satellite phone back to Jan. “I take it that thing can’t be traced?”

Jan gapes up at him. “What thing?”

“The phone. Can anyone from the military track it?”

“Uhm, no. We wouldn’t have brought it if they could. Hey, why’d you just hang up on him? I guarantee you that just made him more angry.”

“Good,” Ragnar says simply, going to the shelves where he starts looking through boxes. “The angrier, the rasher. There was nothing more to say. He can’t be reasoned with.” Ragnar opens a particular box, takes out what looks like a pair of night goggles and throws them to Kristoffer. He sends them both a significant look. “He’ll come for us, and we’ll need to kill him. So let’s get ready.”
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As a little girl, she would often be scared of the boogeyman.

It started when her brothers teased her, telling her that naughty girls would get eaten during the night. Dagny was only four or five at the time, and not nearly old enough to tell facts from fiction. She knew her brothers made up stuff all the time, and she had a suspicion the boogeyman wasn’t real. But when it was time for bed, it felt real. Very real.

She shared a room with her younger sister, but Kari was always quick to fall asleep, while Dagny tossed and turned. Even if Kari had stayed awake along with her, it would have been a poor comfort, as her sister was always the favorite of their parents.

Dagny was the unruly one. The one that the boogeyman was coming for.

Their house was old and made of wood, and whenever even the slightest wind stirred outside, everything would give off noises. The roof, the walls and especially the cracked old floorboards. It was hard to tell whether it was just the house “settling,” as her father called it … or if someone was hiding below her bed, slowly turning over, trying to be quiet.

Dagny knew no one could be under her bed. At least not anyone very big, because the space down there was stuffed with boxes and bags full of cast-off clothes, blankets, bedsheets and fabric her mother used to sew curtains and tablecloths from.

But Dagny also knew the boogeyman didn’t adhere to natural laws. He wasn’t a human being; he was more like a demon. No matter how thoroughly she checked the room—including under the bed—during the daytime, she never found him. And yet, as soon as her teeth were brushed, her hair combed and the lights turned off … there he was. Waiting right below her. And the next morning, when she woke up, squinting against the early sunlight, he would be gone again. Having left the room without opening the door or the window.

She was convinced he would one night pop up, grab her leg and drag her down into the darkness. And there, he would finally eat her alive. He only waited for Dagny to do something bad. To act naughty and give him the excuse he needed to finally feast on her flesh.

Dagny tried very hard to behave. But one day, coming back from milking the cow, she tripped on the cobblestone in the courtyard and spilled the entire bucket.

She was mortified.

The cats came rushing to lick up the puddle, as Dagny just stood there, frozen in place, her mind reeling.

She couldn’t let Mom find out. She would tell Dad as soon as he got home from working in the field, and he would whip her for being so careless.

So, she ran all the way to their neighbors. They had a bigger farm with more cattle. The older boy was busy cleaning out the stable, and both doors were open. Dagny snuck in from the back and quickly milked the nearest cow. She then went back home with the fresh bucket of milk. Her mother scolded her for taking so long, but she didn’t suspect anything.

Dagny got away with it. She steered clear of the whipping.

But she couldn’t fool the boogeyman. He knew. And that night, he finally had his excuse to come and eat her.

Dagny was petrified. She almost retched when she brushed her teeth. She peed three times because her bladder kept feeling like it was full.

When she finally went to the room, Kari was snoring away.

Dagny couldn’t do it. She couldn’t go to bed. The moment she did, she would be grabbed and dragged away.

Instead, she looked to the big old closet by the opposite wall. It was white and had a round mirror fixed to the left-side door. Dagny slipped across the floor. As she opened the closet and crawled inside, she heard a noise from behind and almost screamed out. Looking back, she saw the corner of her duvet hanging out over the edge of the bed. It hadn’t done so just a moment ago; Dagny was sure of it. Mom was always meticulous with making their beds.

And in the darkness below the bed, she could swear she saw a pair of shiny black eyes staring out at her.

Dagny yelped and closed the door. Sitting inside the closet among the coats and dresses, the sounds were mercifully muffled, and the familiar smells filled her nose. She felt safe. For the first time in months. She leaned sideways and drifted off almost immediately.

The next morning, her butt was sore and her neck hurt, but she had survived the night, and that was all that mattered. The sun was coming up, and the boogeyman had left again, empty-handed.

From that day on, whenever Dagny slipped up and did something bad, she would spend the night in the closet. She did so until she was thirteen and had to go live on another farm to work and earn money for her parents.

Now, her parents are dead. So are her brothers. And Kari. Dagny is the last one alive, and at 93, she probably doesn’t have long left.

She never expected the boogeyman to return. To come back for her. To show up again and claim what he’d been cheated out of all those years ago.

But when she woke up in the early hours of the day to the sound of screaming and fighting from the hallway, Dagny knew instantly that her childhood monster had come for her.

She got out from under the covers. Even for her age, she could move impressively well—her body wasn’t affected by the dementia, only her mind—and she slipped across the floor to listen by the door.

What she heard left no trace of doubt. She looked around her room, even though she knew it intimately after having stayed here for—how long? A year? Two? Ten? She could no longer keep track of time. There were no hiding places. No closets. Instead, she headed for the terrace door, grabbing her woollen sweater from off the armchair. Pulling it over her shoulders, she opened the door and stepped out into the freezing cold air.

Shivering, she looked around, trying to decide where to go. She wasn’t completely sure where she was, but she knew she’d seen the frozen lawn and the houses on the other side before. The street was empty at this hour, still lit by lampposts. She went left, headed for the parking lot. As she crossed the windows to the last apartment, the glass suddenly exploded.

Dagny screamed and tripped over her own legs.

“Help!” a deep voice roared out. “Help me!”

A heavy guy with an even heavier moustache was trying to climb out of the broken window. He cut himself badly, and his hands began bleeding. The look of terror on his face made Dagny sick to her stomach, and she instinctively drew back, crawling backwards across the frozen ground.

At first, she didn’t understand what drove the man to hurt himself like that. But then she saw it. Big hands, grabbing him from behind. One of them wrapped itself around his chest, the other latched onto his face, the fingers slipping into his open mouth as they yanked him back hard. The light in the man’s apartment was dim, so the scenery was mostly a silhouette. Yet Dagny couldn’t help but see the figure behind the poor guy as it wrestled his head to the side and bit down hard on his neck, turning his scream from panic to pain.

It’s really him. He’s come to eat me.

Dagny found herself getting to her feet, even though her legs felt like spaghetti. She staggered on, wanted to get as far away from the boogeyman as she could. Turning the corner, she got a clean look of the glass doors by the entrance. In the hall, people were still running and screaming.

He’s attacking everyone. But it’s me he’s come for.

Dagny knew it would be suicide to venture back inside the building. Even the staff—which must by now be aware of the monster that had come to kill her—couldn’t do anything to protect her. So, she ran across the lot, headed for the sidewalk. Stumbling down the street, she felt the icy air making her lungs prickle from the inside, and within only a few yards, she almost keeled over from exhaustion.

She was way too old to be running around. Especially in this kind of weather. She had to seek refuge. Find someplace to hide.

She had stopped next to the house neighboring the place where she lived. The lights were on, meaning the people in there were probably awake. They also couldn’t help her against the boogeyman, but at least they could let her inside. On the mailbox was a shiny brass sign saying Gunnar, Greta and Marit. So, she ran through the garden, and she stopped in surprise as she found the terrace door wide open. She hesitated, stared into a beautiful living room with expensive furniture. The only thing ruining the pretty impression was a trail of blood drops leading either in or out of the house. Looking down, Dagny saw half of a shoeprint from someone who’d stepped in the blood. The print was facing the street, meaning that whoever had been bleeding had left the house.

What happened here? Was the boogeyman looking for me here first?

She couldn’t know for sure. Maybe she would be better off finding somewhere else to—

A scraping noise from behind made her spin around.

That’s when she saw him. She’d dreamed of him before, had seen him over a hundred times in her nightmares, but she’d never actually seen him, so she really had no idea what to expect. She assumed he was at least somewhat human in his features, and that much is true. In fact, he looks kinda like the man with the moustache she just saw. His outstretched hands are even cut to bloody shreds. His mouth is hanging open, and most of his cheek is gone, revealing the yellow molars and lolling tongue. His eyes are exactly as she remembers. Black, shiny, soulless.

She realizes in a flash that the boogeyman must be able to jump from body to body. Perhaps that’s why it wanted to get her all those years. It wanted to take her over. To walk around in her skin. And now that it had possessed the man with the moustache, its next stop was Dagny.

She spun around and ran into the house, not bothering to close the door behind her. Calling out for someone—anyone—but receiving no reply, she came through a part of the house where fighting had obviously gone down. Then she found herself at the bottom of a staircase, and she ran upstairs. Hyperventilating, she went all the way to the room at the end, which was a bedroom. There were no more doors. No more places to run.

But there was a closet. A big, white one with double doors, just like the closet in her childhood home.

Dagny crossed the floor, opened the closet and crawled inside.

She sat there, hugged her knees, breathed in the smell of fabric softener, stared at the vertical line of dim light coming in, and she felt strangely safe. She had reached her sanctuary, and the closet would once again protect her from the boogeyman as it did so many times in the past.

At least she dearly hopes so.

Listening to the dragging footsteps coming down the hallway, Dagny begins muttering under her breath, not even aware that she’s talking out loud, “I’m sorry I spilled the milk. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to. I’m really sorry …”
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Pushing through the trees, the leafless branches scratch his hands, and Hagos regrets not grabbing his jacket before leaving Edith’s apartment. In its pockets were his gloves and beanie, and he could really use them now. But of course, with how fast things had happened, he should be happy that he even got out of there alive.

That much couldn’t be said about Edith or the fat man.

Marit, on the other hand, is somewhere up ahead, and as he stumbles out onto the sidewalk, he’s surprised to find the street empty. Well, not entirely empty. A car is parked halfway on the sidewalk. Inside it is trapped an infected woman, who’s clawing away at the window. A little farther down, two infected people are eating some poor soul lying on his back.

As though sensing Hagos, they lift their heads in unison and turn in his direction. The morning has almost turned into day, and even from this distance, it’s now light enough that Hagos can see their black eyes pin him down. His stomach feels like it’s quickly filling up with ice, and he begins jogging in the opposite direction.

Marit got maybe ninety seconds worth of a head start as Hagos fought her father with the lawn mower. She must have come this way, and he has a hard time believing she would have voluntarily passed by the two infected people.

“Marit?” he calls out, looking in every direction.

No answer comes. At least not in the form of words. Across the street is a line of buildings, and from the carport of one of them comes a woman who’s almost naked. She’s in her fifties and a little heavy. Her skin is white as snow, starkly contrasted by the dark-red, gaping holes that have been dug in her chest, abdomen and shoulder. It looks like they caught her coming out of the shower, because her hair is still wet, clinging to her face, and her bra is only covering one breast. She’s not wearing any underpants, revealing a dark strip of pubic hair.

Hagos feels both horrified and embarrassed for her, and quickly looks away.

He continues down the street in a light jog, keeps scanning all around to make sure no one sneaks up on him. Somewhere, someone screams. A few blocks over, a gun is fired several times. More screaming. It doesn’t sound like someone in physical pain—more like someone who just witnessed something gruesome. Perhaps the death of a loved one. Hagos feels deeply empathetic with whoever is screaming.

“Marit?” he calls out again.

As he still doesn’t receive an answer, he decides that the girl is lost to him. She obviously didn’t wait around, and perhaps that’s for the best. She wasn’t exactly working well under pressure, and he can’t imagine having her around would be much of a help right now. In fact, she would probably be more of a liability.

Where do I go?

The obvious answer is that he needs to get as far out of town as possible, and to do that, he needs a vehicle. He can’t get to his car, which is parked on the other side of the nursing home. Going back there would no doubt be stupid. And he can’t exactly call a cab either. The authorities must be very much aware of the situation by now—he can hear sirens a few blocks over, along with more gunshots—but they’ve probably got their hands full in dealing with the infected, so expecting them to offer him an escort in a crisis situation like this isn’t realistic.

Hagos stops as he reaches an adjacent street. He has three choices. Well, two, because behind him is a tall wooden fence, and the way he just came is now blocked by the woman along with the two other infected people, all of whom are still coming for him. So he can either proceed down the road, which will take him closer to the center of town, or he can choose the adjacent street, which will lead deeper into the residential area. Both are bad choices. Both are heavily populated. Both are very likely crawling with infected people—if not yet, then it’s just a matter of minutes.

His best bet might be the residential area, because beyond that are the outskirts of town.

And Juma. His friend lives in an apartment complex in that direction.

The infected probably didn’t reach that far yet. If only Hagos had some way of getting there. Making the trip by foot would take at least half an hour, even if he jogs. But for now, he has no other choice, so he’s about to cross the street when he hears an engine coming this way, fast.

A car approaches. Whoever’s driving is really gunning it, plus they’re swerving dangerously this way then that. They clip a thin rowan tree standing between the road and the sidewalk. It can’t withstand the force of the car, and the frozen stem snaps and slams over the roof of the car. The impact is hard enough to cause the airbags to deploy, and in a flash, the face behind the wheel is covered by a white pillow. The car goes skidding out of control, and racing across the street, it hits a lamppost—which doesn’t give way as easily as the young tree. The sound of metal against metal rings out, hitting Hagos’s eardrums with a painful jab.

Then the sound is replaced with a siren coming this way. People inside the car—Hagos realizes there are at least two in the backseat—all begin scrambling to get out.

A police car comes racing, slamming its brakes, and two cops jump out just as the people in the crashed car tumble out and take flight on foot. One of them—a young guy—is limping. At first, Hagos takes it to be from the crash, but then he sees the next guy, also a young fellow, who’s clutching a makeshift bandage on his upper arm. It looks like a dishtowel he wrapped with a shoelace, and blood is soaking through the fabric. The third guy, the one who was driving, pops out with a bloody nose—this one most likely did happen in the crash—and he immediately grabs the guy with the bad foot and hoists him along.

“Come on, man,” he wheezes. “Hurry up!”

“Stop!” one of the officers shouts, pulling out his gun. “Stop, or we will fire!”

Whether it’s an empty threat or not, Hagos has no idea, and he doesn’t intend to stick around and find out. He finds himself backed up against the wooden fence, and without a second thought, he turns around, jumps up and scales it before anyone takes notice of him.

As he lands in a neatly kept garden, he hears the driver shout back to the cops: “No, don’t! We told you, we’re not infected!”

“This is your last warning!” the cop replies.

Then, three seconds later, the threat turns out to have been real enough. Because bullets start flying.

Hagos heads for the house.
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“I’d like to switch.”

Aksel sits up with a grunt as the cop nudges his leg. “Huh?” He looks around, seeing nothing much except a frozen landscape in the late afternoon light. “Oh, right.” He rubs his eye and yawns. “I’m up?”

Anne glances back. “She finally fell asleep just ten minutes ago. Would be a shame to wake her up now.”

Aksel looks to the backseat. Coiled up on the right is Rosa, sleeping peacefully. Belinda is sitting next to her, leaning over her daughter. Her eyes are closed, but her forehead is still creased. It took her a long time to stop worrying that Rosa was okay, that she wasn’t going to die from hyperthermia or had suffered a minor scratch somewhere that would slowly spread the infection throughout her system. Finally, after they’d driven for half an hour and left Trondheim behind, she relented and stopped feeling Rosa’s forehead every other minute. Rosa had already fallen asleep from exhaustion by then, and Aksel soon drifted off too.

“What time is it now?” he mutters, checking the clock in the dashboard.

“It’s been five hours, if that’s what you mean,” Anne says, pulling over by the wayside. There’s a patch of trees visibly crooked from growing against the wind. “I think she would have spiked a fever by now.”

Aksel unbuckles. “That’s great news.”

Getting out of the MPV, the cold, crisp country air immediately causes him to shiver. Now that the sun is hidden behind the trees on the horizon, the temperature is dropping rapidly. Had the incident with Rosa being trapped under the car taken place at this time of day, the cold might just have killed her. As he goes around the back of the car, he glances in at the girl. Her legs are mostly hidden under her mom’s blouse which she’s using as a blanket, but he can see a small area on the back of her upper thigh. Her skin is awfully pale—as is everyone’s skin around here at this time of year, unless they go to a tanning salon thrice a week—so the blue bruise is all the more visible. It’s from where she touched the frozen asphalt, and it has thin, red lines running across it. It looks normal, and already better.

She’ll be fine. Thank God.

Aksel would have had a hard time forgiving himself if Rosa hadn’t made it.

As he comes around to the other side of the car, a glow catches his eye on the northern horizon. Getting in behind the wheel, he points ahead. “Is that Mo coming up?”

“It is,” Anne says, looking intently at her seat belt as she buckles up.

Oh, Aksel thinks. That’s why she wanted me to take over.

Anne told them about her daughter. He couldn’t begin to imagine how awful she must feel, having just lost her only child. At least she got to say goodbye to her, even though it was only over the phone. Belinda could obviously relate—she teared up when Anne relayed the story, and then Belinda asked where the girl’s father was.

“She hasn’t got one,” was all Anne said to that.

Aksel is surprised she’s still able to function. She obviously had no other family than her daughter, and now she’s all alone.

Then again, that’s exactly the position Aksel himself is in. Jakob was, for all intents and purposes, his only family. At least the only family he cared for. Their dad was still alive somewhere, but Aksel couldn’t even bring himself to call him. And then there was Frida, of course. They hadn’t been dating for long, but Aksel was falling for her big time when she was torn away too.

How are we able to carry on? Aksel wonders. We should be balled up in a corner, crying.

Perhaps it would come later. As a delayed response. When they’ve finally found someplace safe, where they can rest and relax, and not be in constant danger. Aksel has always been good at shoving things aside. And he suspects Anne is the same way. She strikes him as a very disciplined woman. Strong. Not prone to giving into her emotions.

Still, ever since they left Trondheim, he can tell she’s pulling deeper and deeper into herself. She only talks when someone asks her something. Most of the time, she seems lost to the world.

“So,” he says, adjusting the mirrors. “We should probably go around town, right?”

Anne shifts her gaze from the seat belt to the radio, still firmly avoiding looking ahead. “Uh-huh. They’ve been talking nonstop about how it’s spiraling. The part of town where—” She cuts herself off, clears her throat. “That particular part of town has been sealed off. But I’m sure they’re also busy blocking all the major roads going in and out of town. So, we stick to the smaller roads and we steer clear. Last thing we want is getting pulled over.”

“Yeah, we tried that already,” Aksel mutters. “All right, let’s get—”

He’s just released the handbrake and is about to drive on, when he suddenly catches a face staring at him from between the branches of a young, leafless pussy willow. At first glance, he takes it to be a wolf. Aksel has seen plenty of wolves on his hunting trips, and the pale blue eyes fixed on him at that moment sure remind him of that. The color of the fur is greyish, leaning towards brown, and it’s visibly ruffled, as though the animal has been tearing through bushes. However, this face isn’t framed by a thick winter-mane, and the ears are floppy, not pointy. But the biggest giveaway is that the animal is at least a full head too tall to be a wolf.

“Look,” Aksel mutters, squinting. “See that? I think … it’s a dog.”

He puts the handbrake back on and opens his door without breaking eye-contact with the animal.

“We don’t know if it’s friendly,” Anne reminds him.

“I’m going to find out,” Aksel says, stepping out of the car. “Hey, boy. You okay?”

The dog’s ears move, revealing that it hears his voice. It doesn’t do anything else; it just keeps standing there, peeking through the branches.

“It’s wearing a collar,” Anne remarks. “That means it’s someone’s dog, and they could be nearby.”

“I don’t think they are,” Aksel says, looking around. “There are no houses out here. And look at the guy’s fur. He’s been either chasing or fleeing from something. Judging by how timid he looks, I’m betting the latter.”

“All the more reason to leave him be,” Anne argues. “Damn thing is big enough to kill you.”

“Yeah,” Aksel mutters. “It is.”

From what he can see, the dog is a mixed breed. Aksel isn’t an expert, but he’s pretty sure it’s got some Great Dane in it. Either that, or some other really large breed. There’s something about the size of the dog that’s intriguing to him. It looks very powerful, but at the same time, even though it’s clearly anxious, it also seems friendly. It’s not barking, bristling, growling, or showing its teeth. It’s just standing there; watching, waiting.

“You cold, buddy?” Aksel asks, taking a few steps closer. He leaves the door open, in case he needs to dive back inside the car, but he tries his best to look and sound casual. “I don’t really have any treats to offer you, but the car is warm if you want to come along.”

Anne opens her own door and sticks her head out. “What are you doing? Why would you bring along some stray dog?”

Aksel glances back, placing a finger over his lips. “Please, keep it down. Don’t scare him off.” He throws out his arms—which causes the dog to startle, and he immediately regrets it. In a low voice, he tells Anne: “You said it yourself. He’s big enough to take down a person. Don’t you think a friend like that could come in handy?”

Anne finally catches on. She says in a tone that’s not fully convinced, but also not really caring: “We already have a gun.”

“Guns run out of ammo,” Aksel mutters, kneeling. “This guy won’t. Here, boy! You wanna say hi?” He holds out his palms, showing them empty.

The dog reacts by lifting its head. It apparently picks up on a sound, because it breaks eye-contact for the first time in order to look to the side.

Aksel follows its gaze. In the distance, there are more trees. A forest, in fact. It’s probably where the dog came from. If it used to live over there, it doesn’t look at all interested in going back.

Aksel glances towards the town up ahead. “How far from Mo are we?” he asks Anne, not looking back.

“Fifteen minutes, I guess. You think the dog came from town?”

“No,” Aksel mutters. “I think it’s much more likely he lived out here somewhere, with some old hermit. But I’m wondering if something else has come from town …”

He can all too vividly imagine someone escaping Mo before the roadblocks were properly in place. All it took was one infected person, one little scratch hidden under a pant leg or a sleeve, and the quarantine was compromised. It wasn’t hard to think of a scenario in which someone had driven out here, only to die behind the wheel, then wake back up and wander off to find the nearest prey—some poor old guy living alone with his giant dog.

When the dog turned its head, Aksel saw something blue at the corner of its mouth. The lower lip is black and drooping, and the blue thing appear to be a piece of fabric. Anne doesn’t seem to have noticed, and Aksel doesn’t want to tell her. The dog has obviously been in a fight where it had to bite someone, and if Anne knew that, she’d likely take the wheel and drive off with or without Aksel.

But Aksel’s gut still tells him the dog is friendly. He doesn’t believe it bit anyone out of aggression, but finds it much more likely it did so because it was forced to defend itself.

“You’re a good boy, aren’t you?” he asks, making the dog look at him again. “You’re just scared and freezing. Really wish I had something to offer you …” He recalls the water bottle that sat in the cupholder. It was frozen solid when they turned on the car, but after having been driving with the heater at full blast, it’s thawed out. Aksel goes back to the car. He grabs the bottle and goes a little closer to the trees. He crouches down and unscrews the cap. The dog is eyeing him intently. “You thirsty? I’ve got some water here …”

He pours out a tiny amount, just enough for the dog to see. It raises its ears and reflexively takes a step sideways, revealing its body. It’s even bigger than Aksel thought. It’s also in worse shape. It’s meaty chest is full of twigs, the fur has been pulled this way then that, and it’s even missing patches here and there.

For a moment, Aksel considers if the dog could have been bitten. It might even be infected.

Then he recalls the cat back at Linus’s garage. He mutters to himself: “They’re not interested in animals.”

Even if it was an infected person who attacked the dog and not just tree branches, he feels fairly certain the dog won’t die and wake up as a zombie. In The Walking Dead, the rules were very clear: Animals aren’t affected by the virus.

Still, should he risk his own life based on a TV show? Worse, should he risk the lives of Rosa, Belinda and Anne?

Aksel can’t really tell why he’s so enamored with this dog. He does think it could make a great protector—if it’s willing to come with them and maybe in time come to think of them as its new owners, that is. But it’s more than that. Perhaps it just seems like fate that they should happen to meet each other out here in the middle of nowhere. After all, the odds are pretty damn small. Had they stopped three minutes prior or driven on for just one more mile, they would have missed the dog entirely.

But they didn’t. They pulled over right here, where it was standing, hiding, waiting.

Aksel has always been fond of dogs. They had a cocker spaniel growing up, and both he and Jakob were heartbroken when it got bone cancer and had to be put down. Their dad didn’t want to get a new one. Ever since Aksel moved out, he had wanted to get his own dog, he just couldn’t make it fit with working twelve-hour shifts at the hospital. Then he met Frida and forgot all about it.

And now, as the world is about to end, he finds himself eye to eye with a dog who’s very likely lost its owners and will freeze to death before dawn.

If that’s not destiny, Aksel doesn’t know what is.

As though to confirm it, the dog steps all the way out from behind the trees and comes towards him. It does so in a slinky, almost apologetic manner; head down, ears flat, tail whipping from side to side. Aksel knows this kind of body language from a dog can mean one of two things. Either it’s scared and defensive, and he should back off—or it’s friendly and submissive. He’s willing to gamble on the latter, so he pours a little water into his cupped hand and holds it out.

The dog barely sniffs it before it plunges its huge snout into his hand and begins lapping eagerly, causing most of the water to splash out. The dog is really big up close; with Aksel crouching, they’re eye-to-eye.

“Whoa, you’re really thirsty, huh? Here you go …” Aksel pours more water into his hand. The dog doesn’t stop drinking until the bottle is empty. Then it laps its soaked lips and snout, and, looking up at Aksel, it leans in and places a big, wet kiss on his chin. Aksel pulls back, grinning. “You’re welcome!”

As though hearing an invitation in his voice, the dog comes forward and burrows its huge head under his arm, causing him to lose balance. He lands on his ass with a grunt and begins petting the dog. It acts like it wants to climb into his lap, even though it’s obviously way too big.

He checks the brass tag on the collar. It says simply, Guardian. There is no other information. No owner’s name, no address, or phone number. Which, if he’s being honest, Aksel is relieved. He doesn’t want to return Guardian to its owners—even if they are still alive, which he doubts—and now, that option is out.

He gets to his feet, and as the dog is still rubbing against him, demanding more affection, he turns his head to look back at Anne with a grin.

She’s sitting with her arms crossed, her eyes distant. Then she seems to notice him, and she shrugs indifferently, as though saying, “Okay, you win; now can we get going, please?”
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The house appears to be empty—at least there are no lights on in there.

Which Hagos finds curious.

Haven’t the residents heard anything? They live only one house over from the nursing home, and this whole thing started hours ago. Even if they’ve somehow managed to ignore all the noise of sirens, screams and gunshots, they must at least have gazed out their windows, which on the north side all seem to face the street he just came from. Hagos finds it unlikely whoever is in the house hasn’t caught on to what’s going on. It’s much more probably they either turned off the lights to not attract attention and then hunkered down in their basement, or maybe they simply upped and left, packed a suitcase and drove the hell away. He would consider that the smart thing to do.

There’s another possibility, of course. A much less happy outcome for the people living here. And as he comes around to the driveway, he sees several things pointing to that theory. The front door is open. The car is still there—its door is open, too. No one’s inside. Well, if you don’t count the Chihuahua sitting on the passenger seat, shivering. It’s wearing a coat with a leash attached to it. The other end of the leash is lying on the pavement outside the car.

The dog looks at him with scared eyes and shows its teeth in what could be a welcoming grin or a threatening sneer. Either way, Hagos never cared for dogs—big or small—so he wasn’t intending to go any closer. On the ground next to the leash is also a pair of slippers. They aren’t left carefully there, as you do when you step out of them, but have obviously been dropped in a hurry. One is upside down, the other is kicked halfway under the car.

The biggest giveaway that something bad happened here, however, is the pool of blood by the front tire. It has also stained the silvery rims. He steps over there. The Chihuahua begins growling at him, and he’s glad he didn’t go to it. Instead, he carefully dips the toe of his shoe in the blood. As he suspected, it’s frozen solid. Which means it’s been at least thirty minutes before it was spilled. Plenty of time for whoever was bleeding to die, wake back up, and waddle off to find fresh prey.

In his mind, Hagos replays what very likely happened here.

The owner—a man, judging by the size of the slippers—came out with the dog on the leash, wanting to let it have a quick morning pee on the lawn, when an infected person showed up and surprised them both. A scuffle ensued, in which the man lost his slippers, tried to get inside the car for safety, but ultimately got overpowered and killed. As he later left, the dog must have decided to not follow along, instead jumping into the car.

Hagos looks to the open front door. Could he be lucky enough to find the keys for the car inside? Or will he only find someone infected, roaming the rooms in search of someone to eat?

Hagos steps closer and listens. He’s pretty sure anyone infected wouldn’t stick around an empty house, not with the front door open. As soon as they realized there was nothing to eat, they would press on, seek prey somewhere else.

So, he steps into the entrance hall and holds his breath. There are still background noises from the city, but nothing from inside the house. It’s not much warmer in here than outside, which confirms to him that it’s been a while since the owner left his house. Hagos leaves the front door open as he checks for the car key. He was hoping to find it on the foyer table, but there are only a vase and some ugly figurine from Norse mythology. Judging by the shoes and coats, the man could have been living here alone. At least there are no women’s or children’s outerwear.

He moves towards the opening which leads into a big, white kitchen. It looks clean enough. No signs of any fighting. No blood, nothing knocked to the floor. Either the guy had house cleaning, or he was very cleanly himself, because everything veritably shines.

And right there, on the kitchen counter, lies a big key chain. One of them is for a Nissan.

“Yes,” Hagos mutters, grabbing the bundle.

He can’t believe his luck. He’s actually getting out of here, and completely unharmed. His ticket is parked right outside. Whatever legal consequences he might face for taking the vehicle probably won’t be severe considering the circumstances. The important thing is that he can drive away from town and find somewhere to—

He’s about to turn and leave, when a movement catches his eye through the window. There’s a nice view of the man’s garden. What has caught Hagos’s eyes, however, is something in the house next door. It has one of those floor-to-ceiling windows, and through it, Hagos can see the stairs leading to the second floor. A young woman at the top of the stairs is talking to someone on her cell phone, pacing back and forth on the landing.

“Marit,” Hagos whispers.

Then he sees another movement. There’s light in the downstairs kitchen windows. At that moment, a man walks by, headed for the stairs. Even from over here, Hagos can tell he’s most definitely dead.

And Marit, apparently, has no idea he’s coming for her.
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It’s weird. She’s freezing and sweating at the same time. Almost like a fever.

Something’s wrong with her right arm; it’s not responding when she tries to move it. It must be broken or something. But weirdly, it doesn’t hurt. And it’s not just her arm; her entire body seems to be pinned in place, making her unable to move. She can smell oil, rubber and asphalt. She can hear the zombies growling and grunting.

Oh, no. I’m still trapped under the car, she realizes with a sinking feeling of horror.

She was sure she’d escaped. That she’s safe inside the car with her mother and Aksel and the cop. But apparently, that was just a dream. Something her mind conjured up. Likely because it was too scared to handle the situation.

Did I pass out? I must have.

She tries very hard to open her eyes, but it’s difficult. She’s very tired. One of the zombies must be very close, because she can smell its rancid breath hit her face. She tries to scream, but it only comes out as a whimper.

“Rosa!”

Her mother’s voice, somewhere close. She must be calling for her from inside the car.

Rosa tries to call back, tries to pull away from the zombie, which is coming even closer now. It’s sniffing eagerly and making wet noises too, as though licking its lips.

“It’s okay, Rosa!” Mom reassures her. Then, seemingly addressing someone else: “Can you get that thing to back off? It’s scaring her.”

Rosa has no idea whom Mom is talking to, but she finds it very strange that she thinks anyone has the authority to command a zombie to go away.

To her surprise, though, Aksel’s voice comes from somewhere nearby: “Down, boy. Look, it’s okay, he just wants to sniff her …”

The zombie is very close now, grunting and drooling right next to Rosa’s ear, and she’s really panicking, trying with all her might to wake up properly, to get her body to react. It’s only when the zombie licks her ear with a tongue that seems way too big and sloppy that she’s finally able to scream out and open her eyes.

“Jesus!” Mom says. “It’s okay, Rosa! You just had a bad dream …”

Rosa stares around, at first not comprehending at all what her eyes are telling her. She’s not under the car, but inside it, lying on the backseat. What’s constricting her movement is partly the blanket that’s wrapped around her, partly her mother, who’s trying to hold her. Her right arm really isn’t moving, but that’s only because she’s been lying on it, causing it to fall asleep.

The car is moving. It’s dark outside, which means they must have been going for several hours. The female cop is turned in her seat, looking back at her with mild concern, and Aksel is behind the wheel.

“Is she awake now?” he asks.

“Yes,” Mom says, helping Rosa sit up properly. Her head feels like it’s full of water, and the world spins around itself for a moment. “You’re okay, honey,” Mom reassures her with a smile. “You’re safe.”

“What … what happened?” Rosa mutters, blinking.

Mom uses the corner of the blanket to wipe Rosa’s cheek, and she realizes that it’s all wet. That someone really did lick her just now. Rosa is overwhelmed by a strong feeling of not being sure whether she’s still asleep; whether this is just another dream that took over from the previous one. Perhaps she’s still—

Another grunt. Rosa turns her head. A huge dog is sitting in the cargo area. It’s so tall that if it sat upright, its ears would likely be touching the ceiling. But the dog is hunched over, leaning its neck between the headrests. Despite its size, the dog looks very friendly, almost goofy. The pink tongue is lolling as it’s trying to reach her to place another dog kiss on her face.

“Whose … whose dog is that?” Rosa asks, still not sure this is real—though she’s starting to feel more awake.

“It’s Aksel’s,” Mom says. “He picked him up while we were sleeping. I almost peed myself when I woke up and saw him.” That last part she says while sending Aksel a look.

“It’s not my dog,” Aksel says, glancing back. “He’s our dog. His name is Guardian. He’s part of the family now.”

The cop grunts, but doesn’t say anything.

“Guardian,” Rosa repeats.

The dog reacts by lifting its ears. Rosa holds up her hand, wanting to pat his head, but he instead slobbers all over it. It tickles, and she snickers.

“He likes you,” Aksel says.

“He likes everyone,” Mom remarks. “I’m really not sure he’ll be much of a guardian …”

“Don’t write him off too soon,” Aksel says. “He might seem like a big kid, but my gut tells me he’ll do what’s necessary if push comes to shove.”

The dog stops licking her palm and instead nudges her with his snout, so she scratches him behind the ear—which is bigger than her hand.

Rosa has barely had time to come to terms with the fact that Garfield is gone—likely forever. When they got detained, the cops wouldn’t let her bring the cat. She had to simply let him go. He wasn’t exactly upset about it; he’d always preferred quiet and solitude, so all the sirens and people and buzz were a bit much for him, and he quickly slinked away. Garfield had always been a very independent cat. Often he would prowl the town at night, and it wasn’t unusual for three or four days to pass before he decided to come home again. Then, after a week or so, he’d take off again. So Rosa isn’t worried he’ll be fine. He can take care of himself. It just makes her sad that she probably won’t see him again.

And now here’s a new pet. Rosa always wanted a dog, but Linus was allergic—he could barely tolerate Garfield. Rosa feels tears well up into her eyes, and she suddenly begins crying. It’s not a breakdown; not a reaction to the traumatic experience she had being trapped under the car. It’s much softer, deeper. She’s overwhelmed by a feeling of grief, of loss, of having had loved ones torn away. Linus, Helen, Garfield.

“Oh, honey,” Mom says, pulling her into a hug. “It’s all right now. We’re safe.”

“I know,” Rosa tries to say, but the words drown in sobs, and she simply gives in to the embrace and cries for a while.

When the tears subside, she wipes her face and takes a couple of deep breath.

“Feel better?” Mom asks.

“Uh-huh.”

“You were very … brave back there.” Mom winces as she swallows. It obviously causes her pain, though she tries to hide it. “I’m proud of you, honey.”

“Are you okay, Mom?” Rosa asks, surveying her face.

“Sure. It’s just the mono acting up.”

“Oh.”

“The what now?” Aksel asks, looking up at the mirror.

“I’ve got mono,” Mom mutters, swallowing again, giving a grunt of pain. “It acts up whenever I’m stressed out. Makes my throat sore as hell.”

“Well, we should get you some painkillers,” Aksel says. “Why didn’t you say something earlier?”

“Painkillers don’t really work anyway,” Mom shrugs. “But it’s fine. It’ll go away again, eventually.”

Rosa remembers three or four times in the past where Mom’s illness flared up. One time was when she got fired just before Christmas. And after her breakup with the guy she was with before Linus. Last time, when it got bad, a rash broke out on her back, and she was in bed with a fever for a few days. This situation is considerably worse. Fighting for your life, almost losing your daughter—that was way more stressful than being unemployed over the holidays or having some guy break up with you. No wonder the mono was gearing up. Rosa is worried Mom will be in a lot of pain for a long time.

Apparently, Mom senses it, because she smiles at Rosa. “Don’t worry about me, honey. I’m fine. Seriously.”

Rosa tries to smile back.

Guardian gives a whimper. Rosa turns her head to see him still sitting there, his jaw resting on the seat, his eyes big and solemn. He’s obviously upset that she was crying.

“It’s okay,” Rosa tells him, scratching the bridge of his nose. “You don’t need to be sad just because I am.”

Guardian just sighs.

Rosa becomes aware of a slight stinging sensation on her thigh. She pulls aside the blanket to reveal her legs. They’re both a little roughed-up from lying on the asphalt. She was afraid she would get frostbite—they told them about it at school, and how dangerous it is to be outside in the winter without enough clothes on—but it looks like she got away with a few minor cuts and some bruises.

“Where are we?” Rosa asks, looking out at the dark, hilly landscape.

“We’re not far from Torik,” Aksel says, his tone turning dark. “Which means we’re deep into zombie land. But don’t worry, we’ll steer clear of any trouble. I know the roads pretty well up here. This way will take us in a big arch around the city. There’s basically no one living here. The only other town is a dump called Bodum, but that’s like ten houses and one communal crapper.”

Rosa can’t help but shiver as she gazes out into the darkness. It’s all too easy to imagine stray zombies wandering around out there. She can’t help but worry; if they crash on the icy road or run out of gas, they’ll be forced to leave the car, going back out into the cold.

Her stomach gives a low growl. “Oh, I’m hungry,” she says.

Anne bends over and comes up with a clear plastic bag which she hands back.

Rosa takes the bag and sees a selection of snacks of all kinds. From Danishes to Kit Kats to Cheetos. “Holy cow,” she mutters. “Where did all this come from?”

“We stopped at a Joker,” Aksel explains. “The shelves were already almost empty. All the real food was gone, even the sodas and juices. I brought as much as I could carry. We have enough for a few days.”

Rosa takes in the view one more time. She’s never seen this much goodness all at once. Her mouth begins watering. She glances at Mom.

“Something wrong?” Mom asks.

“Well … it’s not Friday.”

Mom smiles. “I know. We’ll make an exception.”

She takes a moment to decide. Then she pulls out a Snickers and carefully unwraps it. Taking a huge bite, she enjoys the taste immensely.

A wet noise from behind. Rosa turns to see Guardian eyeing her closely. Saliva is dripping from his mouth.

“I’m sorry,” Rosa says, her mouth full of peanuts and caramel. “But I don’t think chocolate is good for dogs.”

“Don’t let him fool you,” Aksel grunts. “He already ate a week’s worth of calories. Down, boy. Stop begging.”

Guardian grunts, licks his lips, but stays where he is, his eyes glued to the candy bar in Rosa’s hand.

“Yeah, we’ll have to work a little on obedience,” Aksel says. “But he’s basically a good boy. I think he—”

“Look out.”

Anne suddenly speaks up. She doesn’t shout, but she sounds very serious.

Aksel immediately slows down. “What? What is it?”

Rosa stretches her neck to look ahead. She can see nothing but the road. They’re coming into a slight curve, going around the side of a hill. On the other side runs a crash barrier, preventing cars from going off the road, which would send them flying down a pretty steep slope.

“I saw something blink,” Anne says. “There was a reflection in the guardrail. Slow down even more.”

Aksel does so, and as they drive around the hill, Rosa is very thankful Anne warned them, or they would likely have plowed right into the bus. It’s lying on its side, the undercarriage exposed, blocking most of the narrow road. One of the rear blinkers is still going, which must be what Anne saw.

“Shit,” Aksel mutters, coming to a complete stop. “Good catch, Anne.”

“Guess someone didn’t bother to put on winter tires,” Anne mutters grimly.

“Geez,” Mom says. “I sure hope it wasn’t full of passengers when it crashed.”

“Think we can go around?” Aksel asks—Rosa isn’t sure exactly who he’s addressing, but he’s pointing to the narrow gap between the hillside and the front end of the bus. They’ll have to drive onto the side of the road, but the space looks like the MPV can just slip through, and even though they’ll go off the asphalt, the ground should be frozen solid, so they won’t risk getting stuck. When no one answers him, Aksel goes on: “It’s worth a shot. Could take us hours to go back and find another road.”

He turns onto the side of the road. He drives carefully, and the MPV slowly passes through the gap without scraping against the back of the bus.

“What’s that sound?” Rosa asks as she becomes aware of a rhythmical thumping coming from the bus.

“I hear it too,” Mom says. “Is the bus’s engine still going?”

“No,” Aksel mutters, stopping the car. “It’s something else … or rather, someone.”

Rosa turns in her seat. The top of the bus has no windows, and it’s too tall for her to see the side windows, which are facing the sky. So she has no way of knowing what’s going on inside the bus. But she can still hear the banging sound. It’s slightly louder now, but not as consistent anymore. The intervals are growing longer, as though whatever is producing the sound is slowing down or tiring out.

“It could be an infected person,” Mom says.

“Most likely,” Aksel says.

Mom leans forward. “Then why are you stopping?”

Aksel is leaning over the steering wheel, trying to get a look at the front of the bus, which is pointing out over the valley. “This isn’t a regular bus,” he mumbles.

“It’s a prisoner transport,” Anne says.

“Well, all the more reason to not go poking around,” Mom says. “Can we please just get going?”

Rosa saw in a comedy movie once where someone was taken off to a prison, and though it was on a bus, it didn’t look at all like this one. The one in front of her looks more like a regular bus, like one of those that tourists use when they head up into the mountains to go skiing.

“Let me just check real quick,” Aksel says.

Rosa expects him to open the door and jump out. Instead, he honks the horn.

“What are you doing?” Mom exclaims. “Are you trying to draw their attention? Why would you—”

“Just listen,” Aksel cuts her off with a finger across his lips. “You guys hear that?”

They all listen. Rosa can’t hear anything. “It’s stopped,” she says.

“Exactly. That means it was a human doing the banging, not a zombie.”

“How can we know for sure?” Mom asks.

“Because, they don’t react to sounds,” Aksel says right away. “You could fire a gun next to their ear, and they wouldn’t give a damn. I’m not even sure their senses are still operating. I think the only thing they go by is some kind of instinct, which tells them—”

“Hello?”

The voice from the bus is hard to hear. Both because the car’s engine is going, the heater is on, but also because whoever is calling sounds hoarse, exhausted.

“Who’s out there?”

Aksel glances around at them. “Guess that answers it. Someone’s alive in there.”
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“Please, Daniel. I really, really need you right now. Can’t you just … tell your parents you’re going somewhere else?”

She walks back and forth, pressing the phone to her ear.

“I’m sorry, Marit. They won’t let me take the car.”

“But it’s an emergency,” Marit says, breaking into tears again. “Please, Daniel. My mom and dad … they’re both dead …”

“I know, and I’m really sorry. But I already told you, they barricaded all the roads going in and out of Mo. They’re showing it on television right now.”

“You can find a way through,” Marit insists, sniffling. “There are hiking paths and gravel roads. Surely, they haven’t closed all of them.”

“I think they have. They’re saying it’s really serious.”

“Of course it’s serious! People are dying, Daniel. I’m dying! Doesn’t that mean anything to you?”

“Of course it does, Marit. There’s just no way my parents will—”

“Fine,” Marit says, turning icy. “If I die, then it’s on you.”

“Come on, Ma—”

She ends the call abruptly. She stares at the phone, chewing her lip, hoping that he’ll call her back. She’s tried everyone she knows within driving distance. None of them could or would come to her help. At first, she tried the local police, but she couldn’t even get through. Then she tried 1-1-2, but they told her help was already on site, and that the best thing she could do was to stay indoors, make sure the doors were locked and keep out of sight.

Marit tried to explain to the woman on the other end that this was a special situation, that both her parents were dead, that she really needed someone to come get her out of here. But the woman didn’t get it. She just kept telling her that the police were doing everything they could, and that a lot of people needed help this morning.

Marit didn’t care about those other people. None of them had been through what she had been through. She had survived not only one but two life-threatening situations. She was an even bigger victim than those poor kids who died at the Uttoya shootings. Surely she deserved to be rescued right away. When she told the woman that, the stupid cow simply began repeating what she’d already said four or five times, so Marit cursed at her and hung up.

It didn’t matter that the authorities couldn’t be counted on; she felt certain her closest friends would come to her aid.

And now, she’s been through everyone she could think of. All of them already knew about what was going down in Mo. None of them wanted to come help her.

What’s wrong with people?

Marit never imagined her friends could be this selfish. She thought they had a little more humanity. That they’d at the very least—

“Ow!” She hisses as her ankle gives off a painful jab. She sits down on the landing and rubs it. The swelling has gotten worse. She really shouldn’t be walking on it. It probably dislocated when Ella pushed her from the window. What was she thinking? Marit could have broken her neck. She feels bad for her cousin. After all, she’s dead now. But that doesn’t mean you can go shoving people from the second floor. Anyone with a little sense of decency would have never—

Marit hears a noise from downstairs and turns her head towards the stairs. Someone is coming up the steps.

“Oh, thank God,” Marit exclaims, almost bursting into tears of relief. Someone decided to come for her after all. “I’m up here!”

She’s about to get up to see who it is, but then she changes her mind. She’ll appear more vulnerable if she stays down, and the last thing she wants is for whoever is coming to get the impression that she didn’t really need their help after all.

“Thank you so much!” she says, still on the verge of crying. “You saved my life. I can’t tell you how grateful I am …”

The person isn’t answering. They’re apparently just focused on scaling the stairs.

Marit frowns. She closed the front door, she’s sure of it. The infected people can’t open doors.

Still, something about how the person doesn’t say anything makes her nervous. She reaches up, grabs the railing and pulls herself up.

She sees the dead guy coming up the stairs, and she tries to scream, but everything inside of her freezes. The dead guy is tall, gangly and bald. His age is difficult to tell, because most of his face is gone. His nose and lips have been gnawed down, both eyes dug out, and even the skin on his forehead was ripped off, including the eyebrows. Marit once saw a haunting picture of a person who’d been caught in a burning building and wasn’t saved in time. The poor guy had been reduced to a bloody, featureless mess. This is what the person coming towards her looks like. The only difference is, of course, fire didn’t do this; teeth did.

Marit tries to stand up, but her knees buckle, and she slumps back down onto her ass. Instead, she begins kicking, scooching backwards away from the stairs.

As the infected guy reaches the landing, a face appears between his legs—a face Marit knows.

“Hagos!”

The Black guy grabs both of the guy’s ankles and pulls hard enough for him to fall flat on the landing. The guy is so tall, his outstretched hands actually reach Marit, slamming down on her shins. He immediately begins groping her, and Marit screams and kicks. The guy catches her foot, yanks it closer and bites down hard on her toes. Marit’s thankful that she had enough wit to put on her sneakers when she returned to the house. If she hadn’t, the guy would have no doubt bitten her toes clean off.

Instead, he only gets a taste of leather and rubber, and as he’s suddenly dragged backwards, the shoe comes free and follows along.

Marit sees Hagos pulling at the guy’s legs from behind, forcing him back towards the stairs. Still on his stomach, fumbling with the shoe, the infected guy doesn’t have much time to react. He drops the shoe and tries to turn over, but Hagos grabs his belt and yanks one more time, sending him tumbling down the steps. He snarls, grabs for Hagos and manages to catch his thigh and almost pull him along. But Hagos grabs the railing with both hands, and the infected guy loses his grip and goes tumbling head over heels.

Marit stares at Hagos as the guy gets to his feet and checks his palms, then his leg where the zombie grabbed him. Finally, he looks at Marit. “You OK?”

“I’m … fine,” she croaks. “How did you …? Where did you …?”

“I saw you through the window,” Hagos says, nodding towards the tall window facing the garden. He quickly turns back to the staircase, and says out loud: “Stay back.”

For a second, Marit thinks he’s addressing the guy at the bottom of the steps, but then she realizes he’s talking to her. From where Marit is, she can’t see the guy, but she can hear him grunt and groan, and it sounds very much like he’s making his way back up the stairs. Marit backs away as Hagos looks around the landing. The only thing there is a metal drying rack which her mom used to dry towels on. Right now, it’s empty.

Hagos goes to the wall, and at first, Marit has no idea what he’s doing. Then he reaches up and grabs the lamp that’s mounted on the wall. It’s one of her mom’s favorites, and it cost a fortune, so Marit instinctively calls out for him not to break it, but he doesn’t hear her. With one firm tug, he breaks the lamp free, and pulling hard, he rips the cord too. Then he strides back to the stairs just as the infected guy appears. He’s walking in an uncertain manner—even more so than they all seem to do—and his head is lolling to one side, as though his neck is broken. This doesn’t stop him from reaching out his arms to try and grab Hagos.

Hagos strikes the guy on the side of the head.

The lamp is made of steel or aluminum or some other metal, and it serves very effectively as a blunt instrument. The bulb shatters, but the rest of the lamp stays intact, as the infected guy goes flopping down the stairs for a second time.

Hagos stays poised, following him all the way down. A few seconds passes. Marit listens. A moan. A wet grunt. Then, sounds of someone coming up the steps again.

“God,” Hagos mutters. “They just don’t stop …”

Marit feels like peeing. She’s afraid to go closer, but she’s also afraid to go anywhere else, so she stays where she is, shifting her weight back and forth.

It takes the zombie longer to scale the stairs this time. Once he finally appears, Marit sees why: His leg is broken, and he’s crawling. As soon as he reaches the drying rack, though, he grabs it and tries to push through.

Hagos leans forward and hammers the guy atop his head with the lamp. The zombie hisses, ducks, but then pops right back up. Hagos strikes him again, and again, like a gruesome game of whack-a-mole. Finally, after six or seven strikes with the lamp, the infected guy finally slumps over on his side and halfway rolls, halfway slides back down the steps.

Hagos drops the now blood-smeared lamp and steps back, breathing hard through his nose. He turns to look at Marit.

“Is he … really dead?” she asks.

He nods.

Marit steps carefully closer. The guy has come to a halt around halfway down the stairs. He’s lying in an awkward position, and his head looks like a lump of clay someone stepped on. The staircase is all covered in blood.

“Jesus, I’m never going down those steps again,” Marit whispers.

“You’ll have to,” Hagos tells her. “Unless you want to stay here.”

“I don’t,” she says, shivering. “I want to get as far away as I can.”

“Good,” Hagos says. “I found a car. That house over there, where I just was, there’s an unlocked car. The keys—” He stops as his hand goes to his pocket. “Damnit! I must have left them. They were right there, on the kitchen counter.”

Marit doesn’t answer.

“Are you ready to leave?” he asks.

Marit wrinkles her nose and shakes her head. “I told you, I’m not going down those steps.”

He sighs. “Is this your house?”

“Yes.”

“That explains it.”

“Explains what?”

“Next time, remember to close the front door after you.”

“I did!” Marit says. “I closed it, and I locked it too!”

“No, you didn’t,” he says calmly, wiping sweat from his temple. “It was wide open.”

“Well, then someone else must’ve opened it, because I sure as shit didn’t leave the door open!” She feels angry with Hagos. Furious, actually. What makes him think he can talk to her like a parent talks to a kid? How dare he accuse her of being that careless? And in a situation like this? “I’m not stupid, you know. I know how to close a fucking door!”

He points over his shoulder. “Then how did he come in?”

“The hell should I know? He could have opened the door himself. Did you think of that?”

“They can’t do that.”

“Then … then he must’ve been here already!”

“All right, calm down,” he says, squinting as though her voice is giving him a migraine—which only makes Marit all the more angry. “At least the door is closed now—I slammed it as I came in.” He looks around. “Do you have anything you want to bring? Extra clothes, maybe?”

Marit feels like slapping the guy—but he did just save her butt, so she makes an effort to calm down a little. And as she does, something hits her. “Wait … did you say the front door?”

Hagos nods. “Yeah, why?”

“Because I came in through the terrace door.” Marit shrugs. “That’s the one I’m talking about.”

Hagos frowns. “So … the front door has been open all this time, while we were at the nursing home?”

Marit suddenly feels the anger being replaced by fear. “That’s gotta be how he came in.”

“Yes,” Hagos says, his tone grim. “I just hope he’s the only one who found his way into—”

As though reacting to a verbal cue, there comes a grunt from below. Both Hagos and Marit look down from the landing to see three infected people come into view from the far end of the kitchen.

“Oh, Jesus,” Marit whispers, backing away. “Oh, no!”

Hago reacts quickly. He goes to the drying rack, grabs it, folds it up, then pins it down between the railings, effectively making a fence at the top of the stairs.

Marit doesn’t think it’ll hold them back. And as they reach the stairs and begin the ascent, she turns and runs to the room at the end of the hallway—her parents’ bedroom.

“Wait!” Hagos calls after her. “Marit, stop!” He shouts something else, but Marit doesn’t listen, and she doesn’t stop, either.

At that moment, all she can think of is getting away from the three zombies about to come for them.

So, she runs into the bedroom, slams the door behind her and twists the key.
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“I still think we should drive on,” Belinda says.

Rosa looks at her, frowning. “But, Mom, what if they need help?”

“Yeah,” Aksel agrees. “I say we at least have to find out.” He drives closer to the guardrail, almost close enough that the bumper touches it. Leaning forward, he can see the bus’s windscreen, which is facing the valley.

A pale face is staring out at him. It’s a man, middle-aged, thin, large eyes. He’s sitting on his ass, wearing what seems to be a uniform. It’s hard to tell, because he’s wrapped some kind of plastic around his torso, probably in an attempt to keep warm, and he’s wearing a black beanie which makes him look like a burglar. His body looks oddly thick in comparison to his face, as though it’s bloated slightly.

Aksel rolls down his window and calls out: “Hey there! You okay?”

“Please don’t leave!” the man shouts, placing both hands on the window, his breath fogging up the glass. “Please! Please, don’t go! I need help! I’m trapped in here! Please, I’m begging you!”

“Relax,” Aksel tells him. “We’re not leaving.”

“Thank you,” the man says, sounding almost on the verge of tears. He instead breaks into a shrill laughter. “Jesus, I thought I was in for. There’s been three cars come by since we crashed, and all three of them just went right past. They saw me! I know they did, and they … they just left anyway …”

“It’s a dog-eat-dog world,” Aksel mutters. “More so now than before.” Raising his voice, he says: “Is anyone else in there, or is it just you?”

“It’s just me,” the guy says, turning his head to glance towards the inside of the bus.

Aksel listens. The night is very quiet, and he picks up on low noises coming from the bus. Even though they’re subtle, they’re also unmistakable. Grunts. Groans. Scraping. Stumbling.

“Just you,” Aksel says, “and how many infected people?”

The guy looks a little guilty, swallows, then says: “All right, look, there are a few of them. But, listen, listen!” He places his hands on the glass again, as though trying to keep them from driving away. “It’s okay, really! They can’t get to me. There’s a metal grid, separating me from them. The cockpit …” He looks around quickly. “It’s like a cage. It’s reinforced on all sides. I’m trapped like a rat in here. I’ll be dead by the end of the night if you guys don’t help me. Please!”

“I don’t like this,” Belinda whispers. “If that bus is full of them, then this is very dangerous.”

“They can’t get out, either!” the guy shouts, as though hearing her. “Most of them are still in handcuffs. Some of them even died in the crash. Got their heads bashed in. I’m not lying, you can come see for yourself; there’s no way they’re getting to you. If you can just help me break this fucking glass so I can get out …”

“Are you a cop?” Anne asks, speaking suddenly.

“Uh-huh,” the guy confirms, clumsily pulling the plastic aside to reveal his uniform. “Prison guard. I work up at Tromsø. They called us down here yesterday. I was driving this transport, I was bringing these infected people to a quarantine zone, when we crashed. It wasn’t even my fault! Some guy came waddling out into the road. I think he might have been infected. I instinctively swerved to avoid him, but—” He shakes his head and shrugs. “Please, I have a daughter. Emma. She’s only six years old.”

“Where are the others?” Anne asks. “Your colleagues? Don’t tell me you were transporting these people alone.”

“No,” the guy says, his voice breaking as he glances back at something not visible from where they’re sitting. “My friend, Thormund, he, uhm … he didn’t survive the crash. Broke his neck, I think.”

“Sorry to hear it,” Aksel says. “How long he’s been dead?”

The guy’s eyes flicker briefly, as though he’s confused by the question. “He died … ten minutes after we crashed.”

“And when was that?”

The cop shakes his head. “I don’t … I don’t know … Eight thirty, maybe …”

“So only a couple hours ago?”

“No, eight thirty this morning.”

“Christ,” Aksel mutters, looking around at the others. “Poor guy’s been here all day. We need to help him out.”

“If we do,” Anne says in a low voice, “we’ll also need to bring him along.”

“We don’t know him at all,” Belinda interjects, leaning forward. “What if he’s lying? What if he’s infected?”

“Hey, buddy,” Aksel calls. “You got any wounds?”

“No!” the guard shouts immediately. “No, I’m perfectly fine. Not a scratch.”

“I’d love to take your word for it, but I hope you understand we need to be absolutely sure, so … would you mind stripping down?”

The guy scoffs. “Are you serious? It’s like twenty below zero!”

“Yeah, we just need a quick look. You can keep your underpants on. Everything else needs to come off. That’s our only demand. If you’re clean, we’ll help you bust that window and drive you to the nearest town.”

Aksel expects Belinda to object to this, but she doesn’t. Ever since the guy mentioned he has a daughter, Belinda’s attitude seems to have shifted.

“Okay,” the guy says, nodding. “Okay, I’ll do it.” He begins unwrapping the plastic.

Aksel opens the door.

“Where are you going?” Rosa asks.

“I need to check him up close. You guys stay here. I’ll bring Guardian.”

Aksel steps out and walks to the back. He opens the door and lets the dog out. He willingly jumps to the ground and shakes his fur.

“Come, boy.”

The dog follows him willingly. As they approach the front of the bus, the guy is unzipping his pants. Aksel realizes the white stuff wasn’t plastic at all, but fabric from the airbags. The guy seems to have cut them off after they got deployed in the crash, because stringy flaps are hanging from the dashboard.

Guardian gives a nervous whimper and hesitates.

“It’s okay, buddy. They can’t get to us. Come on.”

The dog follows him, but it doesn’t look happy about it. The hair on its back is standing on end, and it lowers its head.

The guard sees him coming and stops undressing to send him a pleading look. “Come on, man. Is this really necessary?”

“Sorry,” Aksel says. “Nonnegotiable.”

The guy huffs, but resumes undressing. He’s already trembling all over, his nose is running, and his fingers are stiff and uncooperative, making it hard for him to unbutton the shirt. As he pulls it off, Aksel learns what made him look buff; he’s wearing a second uniform.

Aksel steps close enough to look into the back of the bus. The guy wasn’t lying about the grid. It’s obviously meant to stop anyone from coming through, and it’s working just fine. Four dead people are squeezing up against it, sticking their fingers through, snapping their teeth. They’re wearing handcuffs, but regular civilian clothes. Aksel can only imagine how unnerving it must have been to spend several hours here, alone and scared, only four feet away from a flock of zombies wanting to eat you alive.

Looking past the hungry quartet, he sees at least a dozen others. Most of them are—just like the guard told them—still strapped in their seats, arms and legs dangling as they writhe to get free. On the floor—which is really the side—are maybe three or four who didn’t survive the crash, their skulls either bashed in or clean missing.

“There,” the guy says, pulling off his wife beater. “Happy?”

He’s only wearing boxer briefs, socks and boots. He’s even skinnier than Aksel thought, but also kind of ripped. He obviously spends time in the gym. His chest is smooth and hairless, and he’s got a tattoo of some Chinese letters running down his ribs.

“Shoes too, I’m afraid.”

“Oh, come on!”

“Dude, listen. If we find out you’re hiding a missing toe, we’ll have to shoot your brains out, okay? So do us all a favor and let me check.”

The guy bends over and starts untying the laces. Aksel finally notices the other guy. He’s been shoved into the corner, and he’s been stripped down to his underwear. The way his head is turned, Aksel is pretty sure the guard was right in his diagnosis; poor guy broke his neck in the crash.

“Sorry about your partner,” Aksel says. “At least he didn’t come back. Were you guys close?”

“Just met him today,” the guy says simply, yanking off his socks. “Okay, that’s it. Are we good?”

“Turn around, please. Raise your arms.”

The guard does as he’s told, performing a shaky pirouette. Under any other circumstance, the situation would have been highly comical. But Aksel doesn’t feel like laughing at all. He leans in and studies the guy’s skin.

“Okay, you look clean. Get dressed, and I’ll—hey, you’ve got a gun?”

Aksel points at the handgun lying on a console next to the steering wheel. He didn’t notice it until now because it’s black like the rest of the dashboard.

“Yes, it’s my service weapon,” the guard says, quickly yanking his pants back on.

“Does it work?”

The guard sends him a strange look while putting his shirt on. “Of course. Why wouldn’t it?”

“Couldn’t you just shoot the windscreen?”

“I tried that,” he says, pointing at the spot in the corner where there’s a tiny star-shaped crack in the glass. “It’s bulletproof. The projectile bounced right off, almost caught me in the face.”

“Oh. Right.” Aksel’s plan was to use Anne’s gun to shoot out the windscreen, but now he needs to rethink how they’re going to get the guard out. He looks up. “And the door can’t be opened?”

The guard pulls on his beanie and shakes his head. “At least not from the inside. It’s open a crack, but I think the lock jammed when the bus tipped over.”

“Lemme just try,” Aksel says, stepping to the side to find a place to climb up. “Might be easier than breaking the windscreen.”

“Careful,” the guard warns him. “Don’t go slipping now.”

“Don’t worry, I’m a decent climber.” Aksel steps up onto the fender and scales the bus in a matter of seconds. Seeing the door, he immediately identifies the problem; it has suffered a blow, apparently from bouncing off the hillside, because there are traces of frozen dirt on it, and the metal has a large dent right above the handle. Unlike regular bus doors, this one actually has a handle. Aksel tries it, but the door is stuck. He squeezes his fingers through the crack and pulls hard. The hinges give off a low screech, and the door gives way a few millimeters.

“Is it working?” the guard calls from below.

“I think it can be done,” Aksel says, wiping his nose. “Let me just get something.”

He climbs back down and goes to the MPV. Guardian follows him. He opens the back door again, and the dog jumps in right away.

“Was he clean?” Belinda asks right away.

“Yeah, I think he’s fine. We can’t break the windscreen, but I think we can get the door open.” He takes the red first-aid suitcase and opens it. Just as he hoped, there’s a rolled-up nylon rope. He attaches one end to the MPV’s towbar, then brings the other end over to the bus. He climbs back up and slips the rope inside. “Tie it to the door,” Aksel instructs the guard. He jumps back down and goes back to the car.

As he gets back in behind the wheel, he rubs his hands together. Having spent only a few minutes outside, he’s already shivering from cold.

“Sure that will work?” Belinda asks.

“Nope, not at all. But it’s worth a shot. Here we go.”
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“Wait! Marit, stop! We don’t know if there’s more of them!”

Marit doesn’t seem to hear him. Or if she does, she doesn’t care. She reaches the door at the end of the hallway and slams it after her.

“Damnit,” Hagos mutters, picking up the lamp as he backs away.

The fastest of the infected has already reached the top of the stairs. It’s a young woman, around his own age, and she looks agile and athletic—she probably used to play handball, as a lot of young women do around here—but her playing days are clearly over, as evident by the fact that she’s missing most of her thigh muscle and her right hand appears to have been gnawed off right above the wrist. It’s now dangling from a couple of stubborn tendons like those strings you put in little kids’ gloves to prevent them from dropping them in the snow.

The woman bumps into the drying rack and reaches for Hagos. He holds up the lamp, ready to strike, but the improvised fence holds her back, at least for now. But as she growls and pushes against it, it rattles and threatens to come free. The next infected person—a middle-aged man—joins her and increases the pressure on the drying rack.

It won’t hold.

Hagos can’t beat these three zombies like he did the first. For one thing, they’re able to see. And there are too many hands groping for him now. In order to bash one of them over the head, he’d risk his hand getting scratched or grabbed.

So, he turns and runs after Marit.

He bumps into the door, surprised to find it locked. He taps the handle. “Marit? Let me in!”

No answer.

Has she jumped out the window?

He bangs the door hard.

“Marit? Come on, unlock the door!”

This time, Marit answers. She does so in a piercingly loud, terrified scream.

“Shit!”

Hagos looks back to see the drying rack topple over and the zombies come stumbling onto the landing.

He doesn’t have time to try any of the other rooms. So, he steps back and throws himself at the locked door.
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Not only does the trick with the rope work, it works even better than Aksel hoped.

He drives away from the bus very slowly, until he feels the rope getting taut. Then he increases the pressure on the accelerator slightly. Just as the engine revs up, there comes a snap from behind, and they lurch forward.

“Damnit, it broke,” Aksel mutters, stopping the car.

“I don’t think it did,” Rosa says, looking out the rear window.

Aksel jumps out and finds that the girl is right. The rope is still intact. What gave way was the bus door, which is now standing upright on top of the bus. Through the windscreen, Aksel sees the guard, jumping and waving his arms, clearly exalted at the prospect of getting out.

Aksel runs over there and scales the bus once more. As he reaches the top, the guard has managed to climb up using the seats, and his head is sticking out. Aksel grabs his shoulders and hoists him up all the way.

“Oh, Jesus, oh, thank God,” he mutters, clinging to Aksel while gulping in the icy night air. He’s shivering all over, and his legs seem like they can’t be trusted not to buckle at any moment. “Thank you, man,” he mumbles, hugging Aksel tightly and slapping his back. “I owe you big time.”

“Don’t mention it,” Aksel smiles. “You brought the gun?”

The guard’s hand goes to his hip—where he’s probably used to carrying his service weapon—and then he glances back down the opening. “Fuck. No, I left it.”

“We need it.” Already as he says it, he knows the guard isn’t going back down there. As he’s about to protest, Aksel goes on: “It’s fine, I’ll grab it. Can you climb down on your own, or do you need a hand?”

“I think I got it,” the guard says, going to the edge and peering down. He turns and looks back. “Hey, I’m Folmer, by the way.”

“Aksel. Be right back.” He doesn’t want to hang around out here in the freezing cold, so he quickly climbs down into the cockpit. The air is stuffier than he expected. A mixture of sweat, aftershave, and of course the infected people. And speaking of, as he turns towards to the grid, he’s surprised to find that the deadly quartet has wandered off. They’ve all moved farther back, closer to where the MPV is parked, and are only now making their way back towards Aksel, stumbling and shoving through the bus.

This strikes him as odd, because until now, he’s only ever seen the zombies go for the nearest prey, even if that prey was unreachable. And the guard—Folmer—was just inside the cockpit. He was definitely closer to them than the three women in the car.

They were probably drawn to the car because there are more people in it.

That seems like a logical explanation, and Aksel doesn’t waste time wondering anymore about it. He turns to the gun on the tilted dashboard, and he can’t help but glance at the corpse of the other guard. He seems to be already frozen stiff.

Really hope our plan will work. That once we get far enough north, even the undead will turn to ice.

Aksel grabs the gun and puts it down the back of his belt. As he goes to climb back up, he’s met by three of the zombies who have reached the grid again and are all eagerly trying to get at him.

“Sorry, folks,” he mutters, stepping up onto the seats. “No Aksel tartar today.”

Climbing back out, he jumps down and runs to the MPV. Anne has come out to greet the guard, and Aksel is glad to see a little bit of life back in her eyes. She nods towards the backseat. “Hope you don’t mind sitting close.”

“Honestly, right now, I’d sit on a cactus if it was warm,” the guard grunts, blowing into his frozen hands.

“What did you say your name was?”

“Folmer. Buddies call me Fozzy.

“Anne X. I’m with the force down in Trondheim.”

Aksel notices the guard blink at this. “Oh. Fellow cop. Didn’t expect that.”

“Don’t look so worried,” Anne says, raising an eyebrow. “I’m not going to turn you in.”

The guard nods with relief. “Thanks. Because I’m done with this crap. I’m going back home, and I’m staying there until they get this under control.”

“Let’s get inside,” Aksel says, opening the door to the backseat.

The guard willingly climbs in, and Anne and Aksel return to the front seats.

“Call me Fozzy,” the guard tells the women. “Hey, can we crank up that heater?”

“It’s all the way up,” Aksel says.

“Here,” Rosa offers him the shirt she’s been using.

“Thanks, darling,” Folmer says. “Hey, why aren’t you wearing any pants?”

“She lost them earlier,” Belinda says, sounding defensive.

“Oh, all right. I just thought it was strange.”

“I was caught in a situation kinda similar to yours,” Rosa explains plainly. “Were you trapped in there for long?”

“All day,” the guard mutters. “Longest day of my life.”

“Can we please get going?” Belinda asks. “It’s a little unnerving sitting here next to a bus full of infected people.”

“Yeah,” Aksel says, but he doesn’t start driving. He instead looks from Anne to Folmer. “Don’t you think we should call this in?”

“Why?” Folmer scoffs, as a violent shiver runs through him. “The infected folks aren’t getting out. They’re not a danger to anyone.”

“No, but … you said you were on your way to a quarantine zone with them. Isn’t someone waiting for you? Wondering where you are?”

“Yeah, you’d think so, wouldn’t you?” Folmer sneers as he shakes his head. “Fucking assholes didn’t even come looking for us. They knew the route. They knew we were supposed to be there by nine this morning. And where are they?” He looks over at the bus, and he shivers again. “The radio got busted in the crash, and I couldn’t get a signal on my phone. But I figured, that’s fine, they’ll show up soon. Nah, they didn’t. They just left me here to freeze to death. Because apparently, they don’t give a fuck.” He glances at Rosa, then at Belinda. “Sorry, but I’m pissed off. If it hadn’t been for you guys, I’d be dead.”

“I’m sure they’re very busy today,” Aksel says. “I’m not defending them, I’m just saying. By now, both the police and the army are involved, and they’re probably stretched thin.”

“Yeah, probably,” Folmer concedes. “Could have sent someone to check, though.”

“I think they just did.”

Aksel looks at Anne. She’s staring ahead. Following her gaze, he sees the road snake its way along the hillside. A quarter mile out are the headlights of something which can only really be a truck. And it’s coming this way.
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After turning the key, Marit goes straight to the windows.

Looking down, there’s nothing but frozen lawn to break her fall. She already made a jump from this far up just a few hours ago, and her ankle throbs at the mere thought of doing it again. But there’s no other way out of here.

“Marit? Let me in!”

She ignores Hagos. There’s no way she’s opening that door. Not with three zombies coming for them.

An idea occurs to her. She can use the duvets and the extra blankets in the closet as a landing pad. That way, she won’t hurt herself. She grabs the duvets from the bed. As she strides across the floor, Hagos bangs hard on the door.

“Marit? Come on, unlock the door!”

Marit doesn’t waste time answering. Instead, she throws the duvets out the window. Then she goes to the closet, pulls aside the sliding door, which is already ajar—and that’s when she begins screaming. Stumbling back, her left foot, which isn’t wearing a shoe, slips on the carpet, and she falls back, bumping against the soft bed.

Inside the closet, the old lady hisses and claws at Marit. She looks like she really wants to pounce on her, but she can’t. Somehow, she’s managed to get her left arm entangled in one of Marit’s mom’s summer dresses, the one with the drapes, and the straps are still clinging on to the coat hanger. But barely. And as the old woman lunges forward, the fabric begins to tear.

Marit is still screaming as the woman thrusts forward again. Surprisingly, the dress holds. So does the hanger. But the entire rod comes free, and all the coats, shirts, skirts and dresses come down. The woman doesn’t pay any notice—she just crawls across the floor, clawing her way forward with her one free hand, while dragging along Marit’s mom’s entire wardrobe.

At that moment, there’s a loud crash, and the door is suddenly flung open. Hagos comes bursting into the room, almost falling on his face.

It’s enough to snap Marit out of it, and she jumps to her feet a split second before the woman can grab her. Marit runs around the bed, and the woman gets to her feet. Her right hand is finally freed, and she’s able to stagger after Marit, effectively cornering her.

“No!” Marit shrieks. “Stay away!”

The woman doesn’t hear her. She just keeps coming, reaching out her arms, as though wanting to embrace Marit. Marit can’t get away. She can’t do anything but scream.

Hagos runs up behind the old lady and shoves her hard in the back, causing her to stumble forward, lose her balance and slam into the wall only a few feet from where Marit is standing.

“Come on!” Hagos shouts, waving at her. “Let’s go! Before she gets up!”

The old woman seems to be momentarily dizzy from bouncing her skull off the wall, and it takes her a few seconds to get her arms and legs to cooperate. She grunts, shakes her head and meticulously begins getting up.

“Come on, Marit! Now!”

Marit is about to run to Hagos. But then she sees them. Right behind him. Entering the room one at a time.

And she begins screaming again.
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“What do we do?” Belinda asks from the backseat.

“There’s nothing we can do,” Anne says. “If that’s the military—and I think it is—they’ll want to hear what happened here.”

“Fuck,” Folmer hisses. “They can’t identify me. They’ll make me go back.”

Aksel looks back. “Well, you’re wearing your uniform, so there’s probably no way around it.”

The guard looks out the window, as though considering jumping out of the car and making a run for it. Then, to Aksel’s surprise, he does exactly that, muttering, “Fuck it, there’s no way I’m going back.”

“Wait!”

But he’s gone. Running around the car, he quickly scales the hillside and disappears into the darkness between the trees.

Next moment, the truck comes around the last part of the curve and into view. Even though the lights are blinding him, Aksel can tell immediately the truck really is military. At least he’s never seen a regular truck looking this heavy duty.

“Are they … are they going to arrest us?” Rosa whispers, as though the people in the truck can hear her.

“No, why would they?” Belinda asks.

Aksel glances at Anne. She doesn’t say anything. She just looks at the truck. “What do you think?” he asks.

She doesn’t look at him; she just shakes her head almost imperceptibly. “I have no idea. Let me talk to them.”

Suddenly, a voice booms from what must be a loudspeaker, addressing them in accent-heavy English: “Turn off the engine, please. Then step out of the vehicle. All of you.”

“Goddamnit,” Belinda hisses. “We should have just driven on.”

“We would still have met them,” Aksel mutters, shutting off the engine. “Let’s just do as they ask, and—hey, what are you doing?”

Anne takes out her gun, and for a terrifying moment, Aksel thinks she’s going to open fire at the truck, effectively turning them into a shooting tent. Instead, she opens the door, steps out, and places the gun on the roof of the MPV. “Anne X,” she shouts, showing her badge. “Constable from Trøndelag Police District.”

After a brief pause, the voice comes again, this time in Norwegian: “Hello, Constable. Who’s with you?”

“Three civilians,” Anne says. “A young man, a young mother and a little girl.” She glances back. “We also have … a large dog.”

“Any more weapons in the car?”

“No.”

“Could you please tell them to exit the vehicle? The dog stays.”

Anne looks in at them. Aksel has already unbuckled. Stepping back out into the freezing air, he raises his hand against the blinding light in a brief greeting gesture. Rosa and Belinda come out too, squinting and holding each other.

“Are any of you infected?”

“No,” Anne says firmly.

“What are you doing here?”

“We were just passing. We had to slow down in order to edge by the bus.”

“Have you been in contact with anybody inside the bus?”

Anne hesitates only briefly at this. “No. We had a quick look. When we found no one alive, we decided to drive on. We were just about to when you showed up.”

Another pause. Then the lights are switched to a much less intense level, and Aksel can make out the soldiers stepping out onto the pavement. They’re dressed in what looks like full winter uniforms, complete with white helmets, ski glasses and neck gaiters covering everything below the eyes. They carry proper military rifles as well, and Aksel feels immediately tense. Last time he saw soldiers up close was back at the containment zone outside the hospital.

He still isn’t sure if they’d managed to figure out his identity after he escaped. If they did, there could be a warrant out for him. If these soldiers find out who he is, they’ll probably arrest him again.

Three times within two days, Aksel thinks grimly. That’s gotta be a new record.

His mind runs over things that could give him away. He hasn’t got his wallet on him, and nothing else with his name. His phone is in his pocket, but he could smash it before they took it. Other than that, there’s really only two things: his prints, which he knows are in the system, because he got pulled over a few years ago while riding his dirt bike in the hills outside of town, which turned out to not meet the sound restriction laws due to a faulty muffler, or some of the others telling on him. He can’t see why they would do that, though.

One of the soldiers comes to them, while two others go to the bus. They approach it carefully, keeping their weapons ready, using the flashlights mounted on the barrels. It’s surreal to Aksel, seeing a scene like this, which he’s only ever watched in movies. They begin checking all around the bus. “Infected people inside,” one of them shouts as soon as he gets a look through the windscreen. “At least a dozen.”

“Can they get out?” the soldier in front of them asks.

“Doesn’t look like it.”

“No, they would have probably left already,” the soldier mutters, looking at Anne. He’s placed his glasses on his forehead, but his mouth is still covered. “What are you doing all the way up here, Constable?”

Aksel knew the question would come, but he has no idea what Anne is going to answer. She told them she would do the talking, and he trusts her.

“I’m taking these people to safety,” she says simply. “We’re going farther north, outside the reach of the infection.”

The soldier raises an eyebrow. “I’ve got depressing news, Constable. In a matter of days, there won’t be such a thing as ‘outside the reach of’ this thing. Not unless you find a rocket ship.” He nods towards the bus. “We’re doing our best, but things like this keep happening. We’ve been running nothing but damage control since we were called up here, but we can’t keep up. Who knows how many infected people wandered off this crash site? We’ll never be able to track them down before they infect others.”

“How far has it spread now?”

He shrugs. “They say it’s already in Sweden.”

One of the other soldiers comes back. “We count fourteen, Sergeant. Four are moving freely. None of them can get out.”

The sergeant nods. “All right. Get them secured. Begin with those four free-roamers.” As the soldier runs back to the truck, the sergeant sighs and rubs his eyes with his gloved hand. “If we could just put a bullet in them, then maybe we’d have a fighting chance.”

“Why don’t you do that?” Aksel asks, speaking before he can think. He didn’t want to draw attention to himself, but the question just slips out.

The soldier looks at him. “Because we’re human beings, and as far as we know, so are they.”

Aksel nods, but thinks to himself: Well, you’re wrong.

“Has there been any success in curing them?” Anne asks, deftly shifting the focus back to herself.

“Not from what I’ve heard, no. Between you and me …” He lowers his voice, and Aksel has to strain to hear him over the rumble of the truck’s engine. “There won’t be any cure. I don’t know if they can find a vaccine like they did with Covid, but I’m telling you, soon as this infection is in your blood, you’re done for. I’ve seen it a ton of times. One little scratch, fever, then …” He glances towards the bus. “There’s no coming back from that final stage.”

“I agree,” Anne says. “When you see them up close, they look almost dead.”

The soldier scoffs. “They don’t look dead, Constable. I’ve seen my share of dead people. I know what human eyes look like when the lights have gone out. And those poor infected people … they’re not really here no more. I’m sure of it. It’s like that awful infection is keeping them going, like string puppets or something. They’re sure not doing it on their own.”

“Then how can you call them humans?” Belinda asks. Whether it’s because her tone is friendlier than Aksel’s, or due to the fact that she’s a woman, Aksel doesn’t know, but the soldier doesn’t hard-eye her as much. “I mean, if they’re basically walking corpses … Wouldn’t the merciful thing be to put them down?”

The soldier doesn’t answer right away. Over by the bus, the two other soldiers have pulled out what to Aksel looks almost like equipment a dog catcher would use: net, muzzles and catch poles with wire nooses at the end.

“That your daughter?” the soldier asks.

“Yes,” Belinda says, pulling Rosa in tighter.

“If she got infected and reached the last stage, would you want her taken to a place where they’d try to cure her—even if you knew they likely wouldn’t succeed—or would you have her put down on the spot like a rabid dog?”

Belinda squeezes her lips together.

“I thought so,” the soldier mutters. “Even dead people still have families who love them.” He looks at Anne. “So, why are you not on duty, Constable?”

“I was,” she says right away. “But I got relieved.”

“Relieved? Under these circumstances? You must have won the lottery.”

It’s obvious he doesn’t believe her. It’s just as obvious that Anne isn’t rattled the slightest by this. She says plainly: “My entire division was scattered and killed. Last thing my boss told me was to hunker down at my location, because I was the only one left within miles, and the entire city was being overrun by infected people. Help never came, so I had to break out of there. I was going to get my daughter, when I learned she’s dead.”

“Oh,” the soldier says. “My, uhm, condolences.”

None of them seem to know what to say next.

One of the other soldiers comes by, handing the sergeant what looks a lot like those laser thermometers they used at the roof of the hospital.

The sergeant clears his throat. “I’m afraid I’ll need to check your temperatures. It’s protocol. The three Fs and all that.”

“Three Fs?” Aksel asks.

The sergeant places his rifle on his back and looks from Aksel to Anne. “You haven’t heard? Feber, farve and flenger? Two out of three, and we gotta bring you in.”

Aksel almost bursts into laughter. That’s so typical of the government. Taking something this gruesome and turning it into a matter of three simple symptoms that are easy to remember and even a child could understand. He doesn’t even need any explanation to know what the soldier will look for in them. Feber means fever, farve is color, which must refer to discoloration of the skin, and flenger is also self-evident; it means scratches.

The sergeant proceeds to scan them all with the laser. All of them check out okay. Except Belinda.

“Huh,” the sergeant says, eyeing her. “One-oh-one. That’s a fever. You’ve been in contact with anyone infected?”

“Well, no, but—”

“But what?” the sergeant asks, taking a step back. “You were in contact with anyone or not?”

“I didn’t touch anyone,” Belinda says, shaking her head, “and I certainly wasn’t bitten or scratched. The fever must be because of my mono. It’s acting up.”

The sergeant doesn’t look convinced. “All right. I’ll have to check you for fresh wounds now, and you understand if I find any, I have no choice but to bring you in, right?”

“Oh, Jesus,” Belinda mutters.

“What?” Aksel asks, confused. “You have any wounds?”

He never saw Belinda get close enough to any of the zombies to have sustained a scratch or a bite. And even if she did, wouldn’t she have turned by now? Then again, he couldn’t know for sure how long it took. Had she been hiding a wound this entire time? Was the mono just a clever excuse so they wouldn’t question it when she began spiking a fever?

“What?” the sergeant asks sharply, drawing back farther. “You have any wounds?”

“Listen, please,” Belinda says. “I’m not infected, okay? I told you, it’s mono.”

“Kim!” the sergeant shouts. “I think we have one here.”

“No!” Belinda shouts, hugging Rosa, who in return is clinging to her. “I’m not infected! I’m not! I swear, I never touched any of them!”

Aksel doesn’t know what to say or do, so he simply stands there, staring at Belinda, trying hard to read her. Has she been playing them this entire time? Placing all of them in danger, including her own daughter? He can’t believe that. But the simple fact is, he doesn’t know her well enough. He also doesn’t know what it’s like having to care for your daughter. Wouldn’t you do anything to stick around for as long as possible?

The sergeant pulls out a handgun. He doesn’t take aim at Belinda, but he holds it ready. “I need you to show me your wound. The rest of you, step aside, please.”

One of the other soldiers has joined them, standing off to the side. He seems to have caught on right away that Belinda is the one in question, and he’s blocking her from running.

Anne obeys, taking a few steps away. Aksel finds himself moving back, too. Rosa doesn’t let go of her mother.

“Please,” Belinda says, sounding like she’s about to cry. “You can run a blood test. Or just … just look it up in my medical journal! That’s available online, right? It’ll tell you I was diagnosed two years ago.”

“Even if I could do that, which I can’t, only doctors can, that still wouldn’t prove anything. And it also wouldn’t change my orders.”

“Please, you have to understand—”

“No!” the sergeant cuts her off, raising his voice and pointing at her with the gloved hand not holding the gun. “You need to understand, lady. I’m not here to do a medical checkup or to diagnose you. My only job is to determine whether you go or come with us. Now, unless you voluntarily show me where you’re hurt, I’m gonna have to get Kim here to secure you, then strip you down. I really don’t think you’d want that.”

Belinda drops her head and begins weeping.

Rosa looks up at her, fear, confusion and concern painting on her face. “Mom?” she asks. “Is it true? Are you …?”

Belinda pulls herself free from her daughter, then pushes her away. It seems to require all her willpower, and she starts crying even harder. Then she takes a stern breath and looks Rosa in the eye. “It’ll be okay, honey. I promise. I’m not infected. I swear to you. But they won’t believe me.”

“Oh, no,” Rosa says, shaking her head. “No, Mom …”

She steps forward again, but Belinda holds up her hand. “No,” she says firmly. “Stay back, sweetie. Or they’ll just take you too.”

“Jesus Christ,” Aksel hears himself breathe.

“Last chance,” the sergeant tells Belinda. “Show us, or we’re stripping you down.”

Belinda hesitates for another moment. They’re all just staring at her. Then, as the sergeant is about to step forward, Belinda looks right into Aksel’s eyes and says quietly, “It was the wire. I swear it.”

He has no idea what she means.

But then she bends down and pulls up her pant leg. Across her calf runs a nasty, bright-pink scratch. Aksel has seen enough burn wounds from ropes to recognize right away that this is not a scratch from a nail or anything else pointy. The skin isn’t sliced; it’s torn open due to friction. It falls into place for him, then. How Belinda must have slit her leg across the wire when she climbed across the parking lot, probably multiple times. It’s easy to hurt yourself when you aren’t used to that kind of acrobatics.

Rosa starts crying.

Belinda pleads with the soldiers, tells them again and again it’s not what they think, begs them to believe her.

The sergeant says he has no choice.

Neither Anne nor Aksel says or does anything; they both know it’s pointless.

In a matter of seconds, Belinda is in handcuffs, and even though her hands are already behind her back, they also strap what looks like heavy-duty winter mittens on her.

As the sergeant leads her towards the truck, Rosa runs for her, but Aksel steps in and grabs her. “Don’t,” he says in her ear. “If you touch her again, they might take you as well.”

“It’ll be all right,” Belinda says, sounding like she’s desperately trying to believe that herself. “Once they see I’m not getting worse, I’ll be allowed to go, right? Right?”

She stares at the sergeant as he takes her around to the back of the truck. Aksel and Rosa follow along at a safe distance, Aksel holding firmly onto the girl’s shoulders.

“That’s not up to me,” the sergeant says regrettably.

One of the other soldiers unlocks the back door and swings it open.

“Step up, please,” the sergeant says, gesturing to the bumper step.

“But they won’t keep me there when I’m not infected, right?” Belinda asks, not moving.

The sergeant sighs. “I just don’t know. All I can say is, since you’re obviously not last stage, you’ll be put in with the SIs—‘suspected infected.’”

Aksel immediately feels his stomach tighten as he recalls the containment outside the hospital in which he, Linus and several other people were kept. All of them were suspected infected, and those who weren’t actually infected stood a pretty slim chance of getting out alive.

“Wait,” Belinda begins, but the sergeant halfway pushes, halfway hoists her up into the truck.

“Mom!”

“Where are you taking her?” Aksel asks.

The sergeant stops at the step and sends a hard look over his shoulder. “To a secure facility.” His eyes land on Rosa, and his expression softens somewhat. “Look,” he says, addressing Anne. “I can’t tell you where it is. And I advise you strongly not to follow us. They take security extremely seriously. Anyone spotted in the vicinity will be arrested and end up inside.”

With these words, the sergeant turns and pushes Belinda inside the truck. Aksel peers inside to see two rows of seats—and to his horror, he sees three of them are already taken. Two zombies and one very-soon-to-be have been strapped in. The two undeads immediately stretch their necks for Belinda—or at least they try to. They’re all wearing muzzles, and these are attached to the wall behind them with short straps, making them only able to move their heads a few inches. The person who hasn’t turned yet, but obviously soon will, is an old, skinny guy wearing a heavy hunting coat. In the dim light from small red lamps in the ceiling, Aksel can tell the guy is visibly sweating. His mouth is hanging open, and saliva is dripping from the muzzle grid. He’s missing a shoe, and also, apparently, a couple of toes. Someone, which could be the guy himself, tried to wrap up the wound with something that looks like duct tape. While the makeshift bandage has managed to stem the blood flow, it can’t hide the fact that the rest of the guy’s foot is all green.

“Oh, God,” Rosa exclaims as she sees the zombies. “You can’t put her in there with them!”

The sergeant doesn’t answer. He places Belinda all the way at the back, across from the two zombies, and one seat away from the comatose guy. He shoves her down, gently but firmly, and locks the belts around her thighs and chest. Then, before he straps on the muzzle, Aksel hears him mutter: “Sorry about this. I’m afraid there’s no way around it.”

Once the muzzle is secured the sergeant steps back.

Belinda turns her head and looks out at them. She reminds Aksel of Hannibal Lecter. Her eyes are huge and terrified, and the fact that she tries to smile just makes it worse. “It’ll be all right, sweetie. I promise. Once they let me go, I’ll call you, and we’ll find each other. Okay?”

“O-okay,” Rosa says shakily. “I love you, Mom.”

Belinda bursts into tears. “Love you too, sweetie. See you soon!”

Then the view is cut as the sergeant comes back out and gestures for them to move back. They step aside as the other soldiers begin bringing over the zombies from the bus. Using the catch poles, they’re able to handle one zombie each, which is quite effective. In a matter of minutes, they have guided all the infected into the truck and secured them.

Then they simply get in, turn the vehicle around, and drive back the way they came, leaving Anne, Aksel and Rosa next to the bus in the quiet, freezing night.
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He spins around to see what Marit sees—even though he already knows. He just hoped he had a few more seconds. But the three infected people managed to push through the drying rack and are now all entering the bedroom, which despite its impressive size suddenly feels very, very small.

The sporty woman is still in front, and she heads straight for Hagos. He turns back and intends to grab Marit. They have no other choice than to jump across the bed and head for the window, and if they’re quick, it can still be—

Hagos freezes for a brief instant as he can’t see Marit anywhere. The girl has stopped screaming and moved away from the corner. She’s now crawling across the bed, and as though she’s read his mind, she seems to be headed right for the window. The old lady tries briefly to reach her, but scaling the tall bed seems too much trouble for her, so she instead turns to come for Hagos.

The young handball player growls right behind him, and as Hagos jumps forward, he feels her fingers graze the back of his shirt, almost catching him. He runs right at the old woman. He has no other choice than to push her over once more, and this time he doesn’t have the advantage of coming up from behind. Instead, he shoves her hard in the chest, then immediately retracts his arms. Even with how fast he does it, she still manages to grab for him, and her long nails run all the way down his arms. Had he worn short sleeves, he would have no doubt been scratched bloody.

The woman slams against the wall again, this time it’s the back of her head that takes the brunt of it, and Hagos can hear her teeth chatter as she flops to the ground. It gives him a second to jump onto the bed. Marit has already climbed up onto the windowsill, but she’s hesitating and looking back at him. The sporty woman immediately leans over the bed and grabs for him, and one of the other infected has staggered around to the other side of the bed, cutting off Hagos from reaching Marit and the window.

“Damnit!” he hisses, stepping back as the woman almost reaches him. She climbs onto the bed, snarling eagerly. “Go, Marit!” he shouts. “Just jump!”

He doesn’t wait and see if she does it or not, because the infected guy now comes for him from the other side, and he has no choice left but to run to the foot of the bed and jump down. As he does, the third infected guy swoops in from the side and grabs hold of his upper arm. Hagos wrenches free and catches the guy with an elbow right under the chin, causing him to stagger back a few steps.

Looking back, he sees Marit still sitting in the window, still looking back. She isn’t in any particular rush, because the window is all the way across the room, and Hagos is much closer to the infected people, meaning that all three of them are coming for him. He backs up against the closet, and without much thought, he slips inside and pulls the sliding door closed less than half a second before the zombies reach it.
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“Let’s get in the car,” Anne suggests in a low voice. “Before we freeze to death.”

Aksel brings Rosa along, his arm around her shoulders, and they take the backseat together. Anne gets in behind the wheel and turns on the engine.

Guardian whimpers from the back. Aksel isn’t sure how much the dog understands of what just went down, but as he glances back to see its large, somber eyes, he gets the clear feeling the big guy is very much aware that they just lost a member of their group. It stretches its thick neck to sniff Rosa’s hair and lick her ear.

Rosa stops crying and offers him her hand, which Guardian immediate starts rubbing his snout against. Her tiny, pink fingers look even smaller next to the dog’s giant mouth, which could bite them off as easy as a hacksaw could cut a tuft of grass. The dog’s only intention, though, is to comfort the girl, and it seems to work. In half a minute or, Rosa seems to feel better.

“Do you really think they’ll let her go again?” she asks, addressing both Aksel and Anne. “When they find out she’s not infected? I mean, will they just be like, ‘sorry for the inconvenience, here’s your phone, let us call you a cab.’ I just … I just don’t think it’s realistic.”

Aksel is once again struck by the way the young girl talks. It’s not only that she’s clearly older than her age, it’s also how she’s cutting to the chase and being completely honest.

“I don’t know,” Anne mutters, shaking her head. “I just don’t. Under normal circumstances, I would trust the authorities. But these aren’t normal circumstances by any stretch.”

“Based on what went down in Torik,” Aksel says, “I’m not too hopeful. I also think there’s a big risk that she’ll … become infected by staying at wherever they’re taking her. I mean, there are probably hundreds if not thousands of zombies there.”

Rosa looks very uncomfortable at the thought. “But he said they’ll keep her separated from them.”

Aksel shrugs. “Back at the hospital, where they kept me and Linus along with a bunch of other people, someone would turn every few minutes, and the rest of us would be at great risk. It was like being locked in with predators that could wake up any moment, and there was nowhere to run; we just had to rely on the soldiers acting fast enough whenever someone passed out.” Taking himself back there in his mind, he can’t help but feel his chest start to constrict. “But of course, they might run a tighter operation here. I just don’t think it likely they have the resources to keep every single person separate.”

Rosa was watching him while he talked. Now, she lowers her gaze and nods, accepting what he said as probably true. “So … even if she survives and is allowed to go, they probably won’t let her call me like she said she would. I mean, if the location is confidential like he said. And they probably won’t waste time driving her anywhere, either.”

“No,” Aksel says grimly. “I think it’s more likely they’ll keep her phone and show her the door.”

Rosa takes a deep, steadying breath. “So, what do we do now? We can’t just wait around, hoping to hear from my mom. I guess we either drive on, or we go looking for her. Those are our two options, right?”

Again, Aksel is struck by how bluntly the girl is analyzing the situation and stating the facts of it.

“Basically, yeah,” Anne says. “And even if we could find her, we’d have to break in to get her out.”

“Do we have any ideas as to where she might be?” Aksel asks, looking at Anne.

She shrugs. “I’m not very familiar with the area. I assume they chose a location away from any major towns. Perhaps they used an industrial complex or something—I know there are large factories up here, but I have no idea where to start looking.”

A moment of silence in the car. Guardian is breathing audibly. Aksel chews the inside of his cheek. “If we do this,” he says, looking at Rosa. “If we go looking for your mom, there’s one thing we need to get out of the way first.”

The girl just looks back at him, waiting.

He’s not sure how to phrase the question, so he simply puts it out there: “The mono … that was real. Right?”

A slight crease on Rosa’s forehead. “Are you suggesting she used it to cover up the fact that she was infected?”

Aksel feels the blood rush to his face. “I’m just saying … we need to rule that out.”

Rosa looks at him a little longer. Then she nods. “She really does have mono.”

“And you don’t think she could possibly have used it as an excuse?” He quickly adds: “People will do insane things when they know they’re dying.”

Rosa shakes her head. “My mom isn’t the bravest person, but she would never place me in danger.” That’s all she says. She then resumes petting Guardian, as though the matter has been sufficiently dealt with. No emotions. No raised voice or angry remarks like, “how dare you?” or “do you think you know my mom better than me?” Not even a sour look. Rosa took Aksel’s words for exactly what they were: a necessary question to rule out.

Damnit, I like her. If everyone’s brains worked like hers, there’d be much less drama in the world.

Anne seems about to say something, when Guardian suddenly whips his head to the side and starts growling.

Aksel looks in the direction of his gaze, and he sees a figure coming out from the trees. It’s clearly not a dead person, because the guy is running without stumbling, headed right for the car.

“Look who’s back,” Anne says with a slightly snarky tone.

The guard grabs the passenger door. When it doesn’t open, he rapidly taps the window. “Hey, please let me in! I’m freezing!”

Anne turns in her seat to look back. She looks even more tired and worn than usual. “We have no choice, right?”

Aksel shakes his head. “No, we can’t leave him.”

Anne hits the central lock, and the door snaps. The guard gets in, holding himself, shivering violently. “Christ, I thought for sure I was gonna lose a limb out there. Hey, thank you folks for waiting for me.”

Aksel had pretty much forgotten about the guard, but he doesn’t say that. Instead, he says, “They took Belinda.”

“Oh,” the guard says, looking back. “Jeez, I didn’t even notice. Why did they …? Was she infected?”

“No,” Aksel says. “She had a completely unrelated virus which was causing a slight fever. They just didn’t believe her.”

“Oh, right,” the guard says, looking like he doesn’t buy it, either. “Well, we’re instructed not to take any chances, so …”

“We?” Anne asks. “Where exactly were you taking the people on the bus?”

“To the quarantine zone,” the guard says, as though that was obvious.

“Is that where they took my mom?” Rosa exclaims.

The guard looks back at her, then at Anne once more. “I would assume so, yeah. Why?”

A moment of silence in the car, as they all exchange looks.

“Because we’re going to get her,” Aksel says finally.

“Hey, no, wait a second,” the guard says, holding up his hands, like a soccer player who just tackled someone and denies having anything to do with it. “I don’t know what you think, but that place is not a nursing home. You can’t just drop in for a visit and ask to bring someone home.”

“We’ll deal with that when we get there,” Aksel says. “What’s the address?”

“Look, you don’t get it. I’m not going back there. Not a chance.”

“Well, it’s either that,” Anne says in an even tone, giving him a dead-eye stare. “Or you’re not going anywhere. At least not in this car.”
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She can do nothing but stare as the three zombies close in on Hagos, then, just a moment before they reach him, he slips inside the closet and closes the door.

The infected immediately begin clawing away at the surface. Even though the door was closed right in front of them, they apparently have no idea how to open it again. None of them even try to push it sideways. Instead, they use their nails and teeth, trying to dig their way through the obstacle. It’s made of solid wood, and it will take them hours.

A few moments pass. Nothing but the grunts and snarls from the zombies are heard.

Despite the fact that Marit is literally a sitting duck, the infected people aren’t coming for her. They must know she’s there, because they’ve all seen her. But they not so much as turn around to glance at her. They seem much more eager to get at Hagos. It must be because he’s a lot closer—practically inches away—but he’s also protected by the closet door.

“Marit?” he suddenly calls out for her, causing her to jump. “You still here?”

“Y… yes,” she says, clearing her throat. She’s afraid to talk, as it might draw the zombies.

But they don’t react to her voice at all. They just resume what they’re doing.

“You need to help me.”

“How would I do that?”

“If you lure them away for just a couple of seconds, I can make a run for the door.”

“But … that would put me in danger.”

“You only need to take a few steps closer. As soon as they come for you, you run back and jump out the window.”

“I can’t … I can’t do that.”

“Yes, you can. You have to.”

“No, I’m sorry.”

“Listen, if you don’t, then I’ll never get out of here. The house is locked, and no one might come for days. I’ll die of thirst.”

He says it in a pretty even tone, as though he’s trying not to freak out.

“I’m sure you’ll be fine,” Marit says. “I’m sure someone will come for you.” She feels a little bad for leaving him, but as soon as he stepped into the closet, she knew it wasn’t going to end well for him. She was never going to risk her own life for him. Not even if he begins pleading.

Which he doesn’t. Instead, he keeps his voice calm as he says: “Marit, I hate to say this, but I helped you out more than once.”

“I know, and that … that was totally your choice. And this is mine.” She shrugs, as though Hagos can see her. “I’m not fast and strong like you. And I have a bad ankle. I might trip or something. I’m sorry, but there’s just no way I’m taking that risk.”

“Marit, at least try to—”

“I’ll tell the police where you are. I promise.”

She turns around to face the fall and the pile of duvets below. It’s not much, not as much as she’d like, but they should act as a cushion.

“Marit? … Marit?!”

She doesn’t answer. She breathes in a mouthful of the cold air, steadies herself, then, letting out a tiny shriek, she pushes off the windowsill.
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“You guys are crazy,” the guard mutters, chowing down potato chips by the fistful. “You’re getting us all detained.”

None of them bother to answer. They’ve been driving for half an hour, and the guard has made similar remarks every few minutes. Aksel knows he’s right, of course. Going to fetch Belinda from a highly secured containment facility is next-level stupid, and it just might end badly. But he also knows there’s no other choice. They at the very least have to give it a try. Because of Rosa.

“What’s the address?” Anne asks, glancing at the guard.

“I told you, it’s closed and has been for years. It doesn’t have an address!”

“Coordinates, then?”

“How should I know?” he grunts. “Do I look like a GPS?”

Anne looks like she’s about to tell him exactly what he looks like, so Aksel jumps in: “Tell us about the place, then. You said it’s an abandoned prison?”

“Yeah, that’s pretty much all I know. It was closed down sometime in the eighties, I think. Lack of space, probably. But the buildings up there are still fine, and really, an empty correction facility located in the middle of nowhere is a pretty ideal place to put a bunch of highly dangerous and contagious people, right? I think for once, some of the higher ups made the right call.”

Aksel isn’t too sure about that. Isolating the infected might seem like a good idea, but it also meant placing them all in the same place, basically creating a horde. If anything went wrong and they somehow overran the place, several thousand zombies in one huge group would be all but impossible to stop. Facing them one or two at a time, even a dozen or so, that was doable, provided you had the weapons or enough space around you to run away. But an undead army … that could lay waste to an entire city, even one as big as Oslo.

“I’m finally warming up,” the guard says, taking off the second uniform. “I never thought my blood would get going again.”

“Fostervoll,” Anne mutters, reading his name from his shirt tag. “That’s you?”

“Uh-huh.”

Anne stares at him for a moment, and the guard seems to become unnerved by it.

“What? Do we know each other?”

“No,” Anne says, shaking her head and looking back out at the road. “I just … your name rang a bell, that’s all.”

“Well, it’s a small country,” the guard says. “And my family name is pretty unique.”

“It is.” Anne appears to want to say something else, but she changes her mind, and simply repeats: “It is.”

They drive on for a few minutes.

“Okay,” the guard says, “in about two hundred meters, there’s a fork in the road. Take the right.”

Anne gives a nod of confirmation.

“We’re getting close,” the guard goes on, looking out his window. “In a couple of minutes, we should see the lights.”

Rosa leans forward. “Thank you for doing this.”

The guard looks back in surprise. “Well, I’m, uh … it’s not like I have a choice,” he grunts. “But you’re welcome.”

“Still, I’m grateful,” Rosa says. “If not for you, I might never have seen my mom again. This way, I at least get the chance.”

Keeping expectations low, Aksel thinks. Clever girl.

“Yeah, well, I hope you find her,” the guard says, smiling awkwardly before turning back around.

“You said you had a daughter?” Rosa goes on.

“Yeah, can’t wait to see her. My little Anna.”

Aksel frowns. “Anna? Thought you said her name was Emma.”

The guard looks back a little too quickly. “I did? Must have been a slip of the tongue.”

He stiffly looks ahead again.

Anne sends Aksel a look. She picked up on the obvious lie as well.

“You don’t get your kid’s name wrong,” she scoffs. “He’s not a parent at all.”

The guard sends her a sour look. “Okay, so what? What difference does it make?”

“It makes a big difference. You lied. You manipulated us.”

He throws out his hands. “I just said what you wanted to hear. You were still debating whether to help me or not. You’re the real hypocrite!”

“Oh, really?”

“Yeah, really. It shouldn’t make a difference if someone has a kid or not. So what if I’m not a parent? That mean I’m not worthy of saving? What kind of sick discrimination is that?”

No one answers him. They reach the fork in the road, and Anne makes a right. They drive on for a little while in silence.

“Look, I get it,” Aksel says. “You told a white lie in order to make sure we would help you. It wasn’t necessary, though; we would have gotten you out regardless. But …”

“But what?”

“But now I’m worried we can’t trust you. That you’re taking us somewhere else.”

The guard grunts. “If you need proof, look over there.” He points, and Aksel follows his finger.

Across the valley, he sees a scattering of lights on the side of the hill. It could be a tiny village, except the lights are orange and placed in a specific pattern.

“That’s the place,” the guard says, glancing back at Rosa. “That’s where your mom is.”
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“Marit?”

He listens over the groans and scratching and fumbling. No answer from the girl.

“Marit?!”

He hears a brief squeal, but that’s all.

Holding the closet door in place—not that he really needs to, they haven’t even tried to slide it aside yet, but he doesn’t want to take the chance—he frowns in the darkness.

Did she just jump out?

He decides not to call for her again. It’s no use either way; he can’t change her mind. She’s either coming back to help him, or she’s leaving. It’s out of his control. He said all he could.

Well, that’s not true. He could have begged her. Except he won’t do that. He’s got too much pride, which is probably his biggest flaw. Hubris doesn’t jive with survival. He thought he would do anything to save his life, but apparently, there’s a limit.

Probably wouldn’t have worked anyway, he thinks, running his sleeve across his forehead. It comes away damp. Not good. Means he’ll get thirsty soon. But even with the window wide open—as he assumes it still is—the closet is stifling.

After a few minutes or so with no more noises from Marit, he decides she probably did jump.

She might still come back. Maybe she’s looking for someone who can help. She could be bringing back a police officer.

But Hagos can’t convince himself of any of that. What he saw before coming here didn’t look promising at all. He doesn’t think for a second the authorities have the situation under control, nor will they get it anytime soon.

And Marit isn’t coming back. She’s only focused on saving her own ass. He knew the moment he met her that she was not a brave soul, not someone to risk her own life for someone else. Especially not someone she doesn’t know. Still, he feels a red-hot anger fire up inside. She likely left him for dead. And all because she’s a coward who wouldn’t even try to help him, even though he—

Hagos closes his eyes firmly and willfully disentangles his mind from the hateful thoughts. True as they may be, he can’t engage in them. Not now. He’s been down that path countless times. He knows where it ends. Knows it intimately. Anger, resentment, regret, they all lead to the same place. A place of confusion, of desperation.

What he needs is a clear head. Concise action. And he needs it now more than ever. With everything he’s been through, this might be the most dangerous situation he’s ever faced. But it’s no different, really. The stakes are just raised slightly. Which means he needs to raise his game, too.

He takes several deep inbreaths, helping the air all the way down to his belly, ignoring the constant, invasive noises from the three infected people right on the other side of the door. It works. Narrowing his focus down to his breathing, he manages to loosen up the crackling fireball of anger in his solar plexus. He feels it release into his body as energy before it dissipates.

After a few more minutes, he feels calm inside. Empty of thought and emotion. He’s back in the control room, and he’s got freedom of choice.

Right. Options. What are they?

Limited, that’s for sure. For one thing, he left his phone in his car. He always did so, because he never used it during his shifts. So calling anyone for help is out—which probably wouldn’t have saved him anyway. He’s sure the police are still busy. Back at Edith’s apartment, they tried calling them and only got reassured they were already doing everything they could.

And Hagos only has one friend here in town. Juma. Who’s exactly not the type of person you’d call in a situation like this. Even if Juma hadn’t left town yet, and even if Hagos could convince him to come, guiding him on the phone, he’s not really sure Juma could do the job of luring the infected people away without either panicking or getting himself bitten.

But it’s useless wondering, because Hagos doesn’t have his phone, so he can’t call anyone. Whatever needs to happen, it’ll be up to him alone.

He looks around. The closet has its back against the wall, and it goes all the way to the ceiling. Meaning, there’s no getting out through the back, the top, or the floor; the only way is through the door.

Or rather, doors. Plural.

He noticed the closet had two doors, of which he chose the right, because it was already open. Looking to the side, his eyes have tuned into the darkness just enough by now that he can make out the dividing wall separating the two halves of the closet. He assumes that since this side had coats and dresses, the other probably has shelves. He knocks on the wall. It’s made of wood, but it’s not terribly thick. He could probably break it down with his hands.

Would getting access to the other side of the closet really do any good? Even if he could knock down the wall, remove the shelves and step over there, the infected people would most likely just follow him. He remembers how Marit’s dad stalked them from the other side of the windows when they were in Edith’s apartment. The guy would move restlessly from side to side, following whoever was closest to him. And Hagos is convinced by now that the infected folks have gone beyond their regular, human senses such as sight and hearing. The guy on the stairs, who’d lost his eyes altogether, could not only sense them on the landing, he also found his way to the stairs with surprisingly little difficulty.

They are guided by some scary sixth sense. Some new ability that they didn’t have before the infection overtook their brains.

As crazy as it sounds, Hagos doesn’t consider it too far-fetched. He’s watched nature programs about how pigeons and salmon and lots of other species use special imprints of the Earth’s magnetic field in their nervous system to navigate across vast distances without anything to guide them except for this inherent, biological compass, driving them to breeding grounds or wherever they need to be.

What the infected people did was probably not too different. The virus—or whatever it was—clearly turned them into prey-seekers. They always know where the closest meal is—even if it’s not readily accessible, they’ll still be drawn to it until something else comes closer.

So, Hagos disregards the idea of reaching the other side of the closet. It would just take up a lot of effort, and probably not do him any good.

This means the only thing left is leaving the closet through the door he’s currently holding shut. And that means he’ll have to fight his way through the three infected people waiting right outside.

He looks at the dividing wall again. He might have to break it down anyway. Because he’ll need protective layers. He would have preferred a hazmat suit or something like that, but he’ll have to make do with regular clothes. If he puts enough of it on, he might just be able to push his way through the infected people and make a run for the window.

Yes, he thinks. That’s my best option. That’s the plan.

He kicks the dividing wall. Not terribly hard, more just like a test. His shoe breaks right through.

That was easy.

Holding the closet door with one hand, he begins tearing the hole bigger with his other hand. One at a time, the shelves are revealed. And by the time Hagos has broken down most of the wall, he realizes that he’s in luck. The closet holds not only shirts, sweaters and jeans, but also heavy-duty winter boots. And from the top shelf, he pulls a basket full of gloves, scarves and even ski masks.

Perfect. This might actually work.

Hagos uses his foot to stem against the door, then begins to put on clothes.
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As the sun sets behind the mountains, the air turns frosty. Not that the cold bothers him. He used to train up in Finnmark, where both daylight and warmth are about as rare as rocking-horse poo, so he’s very much used to it.

It was actually during his stationing there that he decided to settle in Norway. People over here were just nicer compared to his native Swedes. And, more importantly, they were much more gullible. Manipulable.

Lukas was already living here, because he’d managed to knock up a blonde and wanted to be involved in the kid’s life. That was typical Lukas. He was always the sentimental one. Had it been Kjell who got contacted by some broad, telling him he was going to be a dad to some kid, he’d probably have gone there to punch her hard enough in the belly to make sure she aborted. No one was going to have that kind of leverage over him. Kjell had always been a free agent—at least since he finally left home at the age of fifteen. Lukas’s dad wouldn’t allow him to move out until he turned eighteen. Just like Lukas had waited patiently, so would Kjell.

But Kjell grew impatient. So, he stole a clear nail polish from the woman living next door and started adding a few drops to his dad’s insulin every night. It only took three weeks to do the job. One night, he heard his old man moan from his bedroom. Kjell got up, walked in there and found him on the floor, purple in the face, eyes bulging. He was going through his pants, searching for his phone. With shaking, sweating hands, he managed to pull it out, and as he was about to tap those three numbers, Kjell went over and took the phone from him.

His dad roared after him as he left the room. Kjell brought the key so he could lock the door from the outside, then simply went back to bed. He ignored the cries and the banging, and he soon drifted off.

The next morning, he woke with a feeling of elation. And as he went to his dad’s bedroom, he found exactly what he’d hoped. His cold, stiff corpse.

It was deemed a heart attack. And it probably was. But no one bothered look into what had caused it. Kjell pretended to be in shock when the ambulance showed up, and the paramedics didn’t suspect him of anything.

Kjell never told Lukas. But Lukas probably knew. Lukas always knew. And he always covered for him. And that was despite the fact that Lukas would never dream of doing anything like that to anyone. Lukas was always the good big brother. He never judged Kjell or ratted on him. He also never commented on any of Kjell’s behavior, even when it went to the extremes—which it invariably did with frequent intervals.

Like that time in college he poked out the eye of the guy who came for him in the bathroom. As far as Kjell heard, he never saw out of that eye again. Which served him right.

Kjell always liked Lukas. He didn’t love him, because love is as foreign to him as Chinese, but Lukas was the person in Kjell’s life he cared most about. He had been a kind of surrogate mother for him growing up, and they still had a close relationship as adults.

Kjell always liked to have Lukas around. And as soon as it dawned on Kjell just how dangerous this current situation was, and how it’s likely going to spiral out of control within weeks, turning into a global catastrophe, he went straight to Lukas. And they agreed the right cause of action was to get the hell out of Dodge. To seek refuge somewhere even more desolate. Siberia was the obvious choice for several reasons. First and foremost because of Jan’s contact who would get them into Russia without anyone knowing about it. But also because both brothers were able to thrive in the harsh, cold environment.

It was a good plan. Kjell actually looked forward to it. He’d always been somewhat disenchanted with the ordinary world of men; it was just plain boring to him. So many spoken and unspoken rules. Such constraints and such a fragile foundation. He recalls watching a documentary on WWII, in which they quoted Hitler for saying about Russia, something along the lines of, “We have only to kick in the door and the whole rotten structure will come crashing down.” That was how Kjell always viewed society. He knew it wasn’t going to last. All it took was one hard kick.

And now, that kick had happened. And the world was crumbling. And Kjell was meant to survive in this new world. Finally, he would get to live the way he was always meant to. And his brother would be there, right beside him. Jan too, that jerky, gum-chewing moron, but only because it was his contact that would arrange the plane. After they’d reached their destination, if Jan grew too annoying, Kjell could always push him off a cliff or drown him in a lake. Lukas would turn the blind eye as he always did.

The only problem is, that Lukas is dead. Dead as their poor old dad.

Killed by that old gnarly asshole.

Kjell is going to make him regret it. He’s going to make the old guy suffer. And he’s going to take his time, too. Figure out the perfect approach. He’s no longer in too great of a hurry to get out of the country. Now that he’s on his own, he has no one to protect, no one to answer to but himself. As sad as it is that Lukas died, there’s also a great deal of freedom in his brother’s death.

He reaches the highway and sits down on the guardrail. He places the rifle right next to himself and takes off his backpack. Staring out over the valley, he obviously can’t see the cave—he wouldn’t be able too, even in broad daylight—but he knows approximately where it is. He thinks of Lukas. His brother’s body is still out there. They probably won’t give him a proper burial.

Kjell notices to his surprise a pressure-like sensation in his chest. It’s not unlike a chest cold, only he doesn’t feel like coughing. He realizes that it’s probably grief he’s feeling. At least to the extent that he’s able to. Kjell was always different. He knew that from early childhood. No one had to tell him so. He could tell by observing others. It always puzzled him how their faces would betray all kinds of unnecessary emotions in situations that hardly warranted it.

They would blush when they said something they regretted. They would look sad when others got hurt. They would even cry over movies.

Kjell never cried. Not even once. His eyes would run if the wind was strong or he had a nasty bout of the flu. But he’d never in his life experienced real crying.

He tries to do so now. Just as an experiment. Losing Lukas is probably the greatest loss he’ll ever get to feel, so if not now, then he’ll probably never cry. He’s curious to find out what it’s like. He leans forward, squints his eyes shut and produces the approximate sounds he’s heard others make.

It doesn’t work. Not a single tear.

“Oh, well,” he mutters, straightening back up.

The pressure in his chest remains. But now it’s morphing into something different. Something he knows very well. Anger. That’s how he’ll honor his brother. Not by sitting here, weeping like an old lady. But by using his rage to torture and kill the guy who shot Lukas.

He looks at the lights from the camp. How many dead people have they brought in by now? Five thousand? Even more than that? The prison, back when it was operational, could only hold five hundred prisoners, but the infected people weren’t ordinary prisoners, and they didn’t possess the same basic rights, so they were packed into the cells like sardines. Kjell saw it before they left. He had to have a look. The sounds were drawing him, the choir of moans echoing through the hallway. So, he peeked into the west wing, and he saw the forest of arms reaching out through the bars, and he smelled the awfulness of fever and rotting flesh. That’s when he knew for a fact that the only sane thing to do was up and leave.

Kjell ponders the dilemma. There’s just no way he’s getting near that cave without being spotted. The old guy already had trip wires in place, and now he’ll be extra careful. He’s obviously no amateur, but a trained survivor. Probably ex-military. And this is his turf. He prepared that cave long before the outbreak. There’s three of them, so they have every opportunity to take turns and keep watch around the clock. What Kjell needs is someone else to lead the way. Someone to go there before himself. Someone who could create the perfect distraction. Just enough to catch them off-guard.

Going back to camp and getting someone to go with him isn’t viable. He knows a few of the other soldiers pretty well, but there’s no way he’d be able to convince any of them to go with him on a personal vendetta, especially not one where they’d basically have to act as bait. Besides, they were all too scared to leave their duty behind. Cowards. If only—

A sound becomes audible in the silence. An engine, coming this way. It sounds bigger than a regular car. It could very well be one of the trucks from camp.

And it suddenly clicks into place. The entire plan comes to him at once. Kjell smiles in the darkness.
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Within ten minutes, he’s completely covered from top to bottom in several layers of clothes. It wasn’t easy in the enclosed space of the closet, especially not since he didn’t want to let go of the door for more than a split second at a time. But he managed. Besides pants and shirts, he also put on boots, gloves, even the ski mask. The only part of him not protected by fabric is his eyes.

With all the extra insulation, he’s sweating profusely. His heart is also beating faster, knowing what comes next.

He moves his arms as much as he can. They have relatively fine freedom of movement. It’s worse with his legs. The three pair of pants make it difficult to bend his knees more than ninety degrees.

I better not fall down, because I’m not sure I’ll be able to get back up.

The thought of sliding the door open to face the three infected people makes his muscles tremble all over.

But he needs to get going. Sweat is soaking the inner layers, and he keeps having to blink it out of his eyes. If he stays in here, he’ll become dehydrated within the hour.

He closes his eyes and breathes deeply. “God, let Your hand protect me, Your way lie before me, Your shield defend me. For You have armed me with strength for battle; humbled my adversaries before me. Your will be done. Amen.”

Muttering the old prayer that he hasn’t spoken for years, he finds the words are still right there, surprisingly fresh in memory. And they fill him with just enough courage to chase the fear away. He opens his eyes, and, before doubt can slip back into his mind and heart, he thrusts the door sideways.

He was expecting to meet the infected people right away, but he wasn’t expecting them to literally fall on him. The sporty woman must have been leaning on the door, though, because she tilts forward and lands in his arms, grabbing hold of Hagos in a tight embrace. He tries to duck, but it’s impossible; the woman has already wrapped her arms around his chest, pinning one of his arms, and she snaps her teeth at his face. Hagos manages to place his free hand in front of her face and save his nose at the last second. The woman isn’t deterred in the least by the obstacle, she just goes to work on the glove. As she chews on three of his fingers like an eager dog with a chew toy, it feels like his fingers are being trapped in a door with someone pushing against it. But the leather holds, and it enables him to grab her jaw and force her back. Her teeth are still snapping at his fingers, but as Hagos exits the closet, he’s immediately faced with bigger concerns. The two other infected guys swoop in from the sides. One grabs his arm and sinks his teeth into his shoulder. The other, who seems to have been knocked over as Hagos pushed the woman back, goes for his leg, clamping on like a playful kid.

Hagos has pushed the woman back far enough that the embrace is broken, and his other arm is free again. In his hand is the belt, and he already formed it into a noose. Now, he slips it over the head of the guy working on his leg, and as he pulls it hard, the noose tightens around his neck, effectively turning him into a dog on a leash. But he’s still holding onto Hagos’s leg, making it difficult to turn, so he has no choice but to press on forward. He uses all his strength to force the woman backwards, while dragging along both of the guys. All four of them move like a single unit, with Hagos doing all the work, and he’s already heaving for breath. The world is fiery hot, hands are grabbing him all over, teeth gnawing away at him, grunts and snarls filling his ears.

Reaching the bed, he forces the woman down on it, then, still holding her jaw, he twists her head hard to the side, hoping to get her to stop biting so he can get his hand free. He puts way too much force behind the movement, though, and he feels her jaw pop as it’s dislocated. Which achieves the result he was hoping for: The woman is no longer able to close her mouth, and Hagos can finally retract his hand. The glove is all chewed up and wet from foamy saliva, but it’s still clinging on, and it doesn’t appear to have been torn open.

Staggering backwards, he wants to get away from the woman before she can get back up and grab him again. But the guys are really going at it from both sides, and Hagos only manages a couple of steps, almost losing his balance. He yanks the belt, trying to strangle the guy on the left, while swatting at the other guy. But the glove on his hand now serves as an unhandy cushion, softening the blows. Even as Hagos lands a couple of wild swings on the sides of the guy’s head, he’s barely rocked by it.

Instead, Hagos tries to rip free, thrusting to the left, dragging along the guy on the leash. But the other guy is too strong, and he manages to hold on. And now the woman is coming back, her open mouth grinning crookedly at him. Hagos tries in desperation to yank the guy on the leash in front of him, using him as a shield against the woman, but his strength is failing him now, his body is exhausted, and the woman shoves aside the guy to grab Hagos by the collar and lean in for another bite.

Had her jaw been working, she would have no doubt dug her teeth into his face. Instead, all she manages is to breathe and slobber all over his chin and mouth, like a drunk girl eager to French kiss him. Hagos cries out and tries to veer back, but he’s pinned in place by the guys, and his only option is to fling the woman a vicious headbutt. His forehead connects with the bridge of her nose, audibly breaking it, and she reels back, but doesn’t let go of him.

Hagos turns his head this way then that. The world is awfully narrow, appearing to him through a cloudy veil, and he sees the open window, then the open door, and since the door is closer, he makes a snap decision and goes for it.

He has no strength left. He can barely move his legs. He doesn’t worry about fighting the infected people anymore. He just moves for the door as fast as he can—which isn’t very fast at all. They’re all clinging to him like wasps on a rotten apple. Hagos focuses completely on the doorway, blocking out everything else. He lifts one leg, moves it forward, puts it back down, then moves the other. Slowly, slowly, he gets closer to the door. The infected people aren’t letting go. And he’s not moving fast enough to shake them.

If I can just make it to the stairs. I’ll throw myself down the steps.

It’s insane. But it’s his last hope.

He reaches the doorway, grabs hold of the frame with his hand, seeing to his horror that the glove is now hanging in tatters, exposing his fingers. He pulls himself forward with one last burst of effort, roaring out as he does.

The movement causes the woman to trip and fall down. Hagos stumbles over her and falls too. Landing on his stomach, he tries briefly to get back up, but soon realizes it’s no use. The infected are crawling on him, weighing him down, tearing, chewing their way through the layers of clothes.

Hagos instead claws his way forward. The tile floor is awfully smooth, and he actually manages to move forward. Hagos moves his arms, blocking out everything else. The staircase is twelve feet away. Ten. Six.

He’s very close. Almost within reach.

And then the woman suddenly comes crawling over his head, blocks his view as she sits down on his shoulders and begins tearing at the top of his head, clearly wanting to pull the ski mask off, exposing his skull. And she almost manages. Hagos grabs hold of it at the last moment, yanking it back down. But the eye holes have moved an inch up, and he can no longer see anything but darkness.

This is it, he realizes, as he’s forced to stop moving forward. Instead, he pulls his arms and legs in as much as he can, while still clinging on to the ski mask. Please, God. Let it be fast.

His thoughts go to Abeba. He tries to take solace in the fact that he’ll get to see her again soon.

Then, as the infected people rip and tear away at him, he begins praying.
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“You bought it, Sarge?”

Gorm blinks and looks at Nils, who’s driving the truck, his bloodshot eyes fixed on the dark road ahead. Gorm himself was almost drifting off. Ove is sleeping next to him, snoring loudly, leaning against the door. He doesn’t blame the guy; they’re all going on forty hours without sleep now. As soon as they bring this round of infected people back, they’re gonna sleep. Gorm doesn’t give a damn if there’s no one else to cover for them; as dire as the situation is, they can’t be expected to go for days without sleep.

“Bought what?” Gorm asks, clearing his throat.

“Her story.” Nils tilts his head back, gesturing towards the passengers. “About the mono?”

“Oh.” Gorm hadn’t given it much thought. To him, the woman was just another SI they couldn’t allow to go free. Of course, it wasn’t fun taking her away from her daughter—Gorm has two kids of his own, a few years older than the girl, but still only kids, so he can only imagine how hard it must be for the woman. “Yeah, I think there’s a fair chance she might be telling the truth. Of course, she had plenty of reason to lie, but you never know, do you?”

“Her wound,” Nils goes on. “I just don’t think it looked like a scratch mark. Struck me more like a rope burn.”

“Could be.”

Gorm reaches for the air-freshener mounted on the dashboard. He gives it a squeeze, but no vapor comes out.

“It ran out an hour ago,” Nils remarks.

Gorm leans back with a grunt. The smell from the back of the truck is noticeable even up here, even with the heater blowing at high, and they can’t really roll down the windows.

Gorm leans back his head, hoping Nils will drop the subject. His thoughts go to Louise and the kids. As soon as he gets the chance, he’ll call them. Let them know he’s all right, that he’s keeping out of danger. Which isn’t totally true, but—

“What are we doing here, Sarge?” Gorm opens his eyes to see Nils staring at him. His eyes aren’t just bloodshot—they’re glassy, beyond tired, scared shitless. “Stock-piling infected people? And bringing along some folks who don’t even have the virus? I mean, what’s the point?”

Gorm takes a deep breath through his nose. “You’re tired, Nils. Don’t indulge in such existential thoughts when you’re this played out. It won’t do any good.”

Nils looks back out onto the road, shaking his head. “It’s like with the death penalty and why it’s wrong.”

“How so?”

Nils shrugs. “Let’s say some people truly deserve to die. Some straight-up sociopaths who can’t be redeemed and will never stop killing. Sure, they deserve the needle. But others don’t. They’re just messed up. Was in the wrong place at the wrong time. They could be helped. The problem is, we can’t tell the difference. And even if we could, who the hell are we to decide who lives and dies? Are we gods?”

Gorm grunts. “Last time I checked, there was nothing divine about me, that’s for sure.”

“Exactly,” Nils says, not smiling.

“So, what’s your point exactly?”

“Some of those people we’ve brought back, they shouldn’t have come. But we took them anyway. Like the woman. I don’t think she’s infected. But we hauled her along, and now she’ll probably catch the virus, and her poor daughter will never see her again.” He’s breathing fast now. “My point is, since we can’t tell for sure who deserves to die, we shouldn’t execute anyone.”

“Okay,” Gorm says, considering it. “So, you’d have us let all SIs go free? What about those who really are infected? Those who are lying, or who don’t even know they’re infected? What about the people they’ll go on to infect once they turn? Won’t those lives be on us as well?”

Nils falls silent.

“This isn’t a perfect solution,” Gorm goes on, “but it’s the best we can do for now. Isolate them until we know for sure.”

“But that’s just the thing,” Nils says, looking over at him again. “The tests aren’t conclusive. They can’t diagnose this virus—if that’s what it is.”

Gorm frowns. “How do you know?”

“I spoke with Leila, you know, one of the physicians they brought in? The one with the—”

“Yeah, yeah, she’s got that birthmark.”

“Exactly. She told me they can only tell if the person’s … what was it? … some kinda numbers are elevated, I don’t remember what she called it. But she said it might as well be from a common cold. They just don’t know. How many people do you think’s got the sniffles this time of year, Sarge? Basically everyone.”

“So, we keep them isolated until we do know for sure,” Gorm says. “That seems only reasonable to me.”

Nils scoffs. “Yeah, ‘isolated.’ You know they’re putting them in with the others, right?”

“Of course they don’t. They get their own cells.”

“That’s what I mean. The false positives are locked in with the true positives. You don’t see a problem with that?”

Gorm turns in the seat to face Nils. “Okay, look, you either shut the hell up, or you tell me what you’d have us do. Should we pull over right here? Kick the woman off? Tell her, ‘sorry, good luck’?”

Nils doesn’t answer right away. Just as he seems about to, his eyes widen. “Look, Sarge.”

Gorm follows his gaze. A figure is coming into view. The uniform is immediately recognizable. The soldier is standing in the middle of the road, waving with both arms.

“Holy shit,” Gorm mutters as Nils slows down. “Is that … Hedlund?”

“Who?”

“Hedlund, Sarge. The Swede?”

“Oh, him. Damnit, I think you’re right. Stop the truck, Nils.”
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They’ve been driving for half an hour.

The mood in the car is heavy to say the least. No one is talking.

Aksel’s eyelids are getting heavy, too. He’s constantly blinking, trying to stay awake.

A light snow has begun to drizzle. It’s that powdery, crispy stuff that you’ll only see when there’s absolutely no wind. The crystals are so thin, they almost seem able to stay afloat in the air. Aksel never gave a damn about the different types of snow, but living in the northern part of Norway, it’s second nature to him. He knows this is likely the onslaught of a heavy downpour. It could come before dawn, or it could hold off for another couple of days. But he’s ninety percent sure a lot more snow is to come.

“If we’re really unlucky, the roads will become impassable,” Anne mutters, as though reading his mind. “I mean, it’s not like they’ll be worrying about clearing them.”

“I know,” Aksel says, stretching. “We’ll just have to hope.”

Anne turns on the wipers, and they effortlessly push aside the snowflakes that melt the moment they touch the windscreen.

Aksel notices two tire tracks appearing on the now-white road. “Huh. Looks like we’re on the right path.”

Anne suddenly stomps the brake, almost causing the MPV to go skidding. They come to a halt in the middle of the road, and she kills the light.

“Why are we stopping?” Rosa asks from the back.

“What are you seeing?” Aksel asks, looking from Anne to the whiteness outside. She’s staring ahead, squinting.

“Taillights,” she says, putting the MPV in reverse. “They’ve stopped.”

As Anne begins backing up, turning in her seat to see the road, Aksel finally makes out two small red lights a few hundred yards ahead. He’s impressed that Anne even picked up on them. Her eyes must be excellent.

“Why have they stopped?” Rosa asks.

“Probably to pick up more infected people,” Folmer mutters.

“That, or they could have run into trouble,” Aksel says.

“What kind of trouble?” Rosa asks, concern in her voice.

“I don’t know,” he says, sending her an earnest look. “Perhaps they slid off the road, or the engine died. Who knows?”

Anne backs up a little more, until they’re out of sight behind the curve in the road. She stops the car and looks ahead. “I say we wait here. Check in another five minutes if they’ve kept going.”

Aksel bites his lip. “Or maybe this is our chance.”

“How so?” Anne asks, sending him a sideways glance. “I hope you’re not suggesting we bum-rush them.”

“No, that’d be suicide. But I could sneak up there. Try and get Belinda out. If they’re busy loading more infected people on the truck, they might not see me. Or, better yet, if they’re bogged down for some reason, they’re probably staying in the cockpit to keep warm.”

“That still sounds risky to me,” Anne says.

“I’ll be the only one running the risk. You guys stay here, stay out of sight. And even if they spot me, I really don’t think they’ll shoot me. Worst case scenario, they’ll bring me along. If I’m not back in five minutes, you’ll have to assume that’s what happened.” He’s unbuckling as he speaks. “And if so, then just follow the original plan. Follow them to the camp and figure out a way to get in.”

“You’re really doing this?” Anne asks.

Aksel nods, pulling up his hoodie and tying in the strings. “I’m sure it’ll be a lot easier breaking her out of a truck than out of a prison.”

“At least bring the dog, then.”

Aksel glances back at Guardian. The dog is looking at him, seemingly ready and willing to go with him.

“No,” Aksel decides. “I need to move quickly and quietly.”

The real reason is that he figures there’s a real risk of the soldiers shooting the dog if they see it and consider it a threat.

“Okay,” he says, opening the door. Immediately, the icy air and the frozen snowflakes whirl inside the car. He glances back at Anne one last time. “Five minutes. Then consider me gone.”

She nods.

“Be careful, Aksel,” Rosa tells him.

“I will,” he says.

Then he steps out and closes the door as quietly as he can. Bowing his head, he begins jogging down the powdered road, breathing in the freezing air, squinting against the falling snow.
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First order of business is getting out of here.

Then, she needs to find a charger. Get her phone back on. Call her mom, tell her the good news.

Ella still isn’t exactly sure if this really is good news. She assumes so. Having survived the infection, and now, apparently being nonexistent in the eyes of the undead, that’s got to be cause for celebration.

Yet she can’t help but feel a bit … unreal. Almost like she’s not really here anymore. Maybe it’s just her mind that’s fighting to catch up. She was absolutely set on dying. She’d come to terms with it. She was ready. She even said her goodbyes.

And now, she finds herself still alive. She got a second chance. She should be ecstatic. But right now, all she feels is confusion and—oddly enough—a mild amusement. For some reason, the situation is almost funny to her. Having prepared herself to die, saying goodbye to her mother … and then not dying after all. There’s something comical about it. Like a balloon growing to the point of explosion, then instead the air just seeps out with an anticlimactic whiz.

Real or not, she still wants to call her mom.

So, she goes to the window. The undead couple are both pressing against the glass, making half-hearted attempts at getting out. As there is no live prey out there, the zombies seem almost lazy. Like they’re saving energy. It’s very different from how she’s seen them act with determination whenever they’re close to someone to attack.

“Excuse me,” she says, almost bursting into laughter. “Could you move aside, please?”

The guy is blocking the terrace door, but he doesn’t react to Ella’s voice.

So, she reaches out a hand, places it on his shoulder, and pushes him gently sideways. He takes a few staggering steps, gives a grunt, but doesn’t bother looking at her.

They really don’t care. They don’t even sense me. I’m like a piece of furniture to them.

“Couch coming through,” she says, and this time she can’t help but snicker. The situation is simply too surreal.

She opens the terrace door and steps outside. As she tries to close it behind her, the woman steps in from the other side.

“Sorry,” Ella says, instinctively placing a hand on her collarbone to hold her back. “You’re staying here.”

She closes the door in the face of the woman, and she begins fumbling over the glass, her black eyes looking right through Ella.

Immediately, the icy air fills her lungs and filters out the awful stench of blood and death. She takes a couple of deep breaths.

Okay, where am I going?

The answer is simple, really. She needs her charger, and that’s still back at Gunnar and Greta’s place. She could press through the trees, but it’s probably easier just walking around to the front end of the nursing home. So she does. As she reaches the parking lot, she sees three police cars parked haphazardly. All of them empty. The glass doors of the nursing home have been shot or smashed open, and the entrance hall is empty too—anyone infected has probably left the building to go find fresh meat. The cops are nowhere to be seen. Ella is willing to bet they’re all either zombies by now, or perhaps some of them had the wit to run the hell away. She certainly wouldn’t blame any officers of the law for abandoning their duty in a situation like this.

As Ella crosses the parking lot, she suddenly catches a movement from the side. The patrol cars aren’t empty after all. Inside the nearest is a head, peering out at her. It’s a man, not much older than Ella, and he apparently sought refuge in the police car.

Ella stops and looks back at him. “It’s okay,” she says. “You can come out. I don’t think there is anyone infected left.”

The guy just stares at her, not saying anything.

Ella steps a little closer. “Look, you can wait for help if you want, but I’m not sure anyone is coming by anytime soon. I think it’s more likely someone infected will show up and trap you in there.”

“Get away!” the guy shrieks, raising his hand to point a handgun at Ella. “Get away from me!”

Ella stops abruptly. Her first thought is that the cops left a gun lying in the car, and the guy found it and picked it up. But as he raises his hand, his sleeve and collar come into view, and Ella recognizes the jacket—it’s exactly like her mother’s.

He’s a cop, Ella realizes to her astonishment. The guy can’t be more than twenty-two. Probably fresh out of the academy. They probably didn’t teach the poor guy to deal with dead people trying to eat everyone.

Ella backs away as she holds up her hands.

“You’re not getting in here,” the young cop tells her, his voice breaking. “I’ll shoot you if you try.”

“It’s fine, I don’t want to get in the car,” Ella assures him. “But you should really drive away while you have the chance.”

The cop blinks. “I don’t … I don’t have the keys.”

“Oh. Then maybe get out and run.”

He shakes his head firmly. “I’m not going out there.” He doesn’t need to elaborate; it’s all in his eyes. What he’s seen. What happened to all his colleagues. “Get the hell away from here, okay? Before you draw any of them to me.”

“Sure,” Ella says, not bothering to explain anything. “Best of luck.”

The guy just blinks.

Ella goes to the sidewalk and heads for her aunt and uncle’s house. The street looks like she expected. Corpses, bullets, more vehicles left or crashed. A growl from the opposite side of the street makes her turn her head. A kid is busy eating away at someone else. Ella can’t tell if it’s a guy or a girl, because the face is covered in blood. But as the kid apparently loses interest in the meal and stands up on wobbly legs, she can tell they’re very young. Middle-grade. They’re wearing a Harry Potter shirt.

“Jesus,” she whispers.

The kid glances briefly in her direction, then heads instead for the parking lot she just left.

Within a few seconds, the person on the ground sits up with a jolt. It’s a woman—could be the kid’s mom, or could be someone unrelated. She looks after the child, giving off a groan, as though asking, “Hey, are we done here?” Then she gets to her feet, which isn’t easy, because as she does, most of her intestines plop out onto the pavement. She doesn’t seem bothered by it; she just walks right over them, almost tripping, as she follows the kid down the street.

Ella swallows hard. She considers briefly going back to the cop car and offer him to push the cadavers aside so he can get out. He must see them coming, because they’re heading right for his car. But she knows the young cop won’t take her offer. He’ll burrow down and stay in the car, and he’ll likely either die of thirst or finally get desperate enough to make a run for it. Hopefully, by then, he won’t be too weak to make it.

But, as Ella turns away, the cop makes a different decision.

A gunshot rings out, and Ella turns back around, covering her ears, expecting more bullets to fly. She’s expecting to see the car door or maybe the window open, the cop aiming the gun at the oncoming infected people.

Instead, she sees nothing. None of the car’s doors are open, nor the windows. The kid and the woman were almost there, but now, to Ella’s surprise, they stop. Standing there for a moment, it’s almost like they reconsider the situation. Then they get moving again. But they no longer go for the cop car. Instead, they head to the nearest driveway and disappears from sight.

Ella frowns, looking back at the car, wondering what just happened.

Then it hits home, and her stomach drops.

She doesn’t even need to go back there to check if she’s right. The zombies sudden loss of interest tells her all she needs to know.

They no longer cared about the cop car because there was no one alive inside it anymore.
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She’s fighting against the panic that’s gnawing away right below her chest bone. It feels like a desperate rat is trapped in there, thrashing, trying to claw its way out.

I need to stay strong. For Rosa’s sake.

Surprisingly, thinking of her daughter doesn’t make the panic worse. In fact, it seems to lower it somewhat.

I’ll get to see her again. One way or the other.

She forces herself to breathe through her nose, even though the smell in here is absolutely rancid. But inhaling through her mouth not only goes against what her yoga teacher told her about calming the nervous system—it also hurts like hell in her throat. Compared to the panic rat in her chest, the red-hot lump of molten lava at the back of her tongue is much more painful. Every time she swallows, it feels like a cactus is being forced down her esophagus. The mono has never been this bad before.

She has no idea how long they’ve been driving. Her sense of time is probably unreliable, but at least she can tell it’s still dark outside. She knows because it’s dark in here, too. Pitch black, in fact. She can only make out vague outlines of her fellow passengers. But she can hear them.

At first, the choir of moans and groans, the snapping of teeth, and the bumps from skulls bouncing off the walls were causing her panic to go through the roof. Now, she’s a little more able to ignore it. Or, at least not feel terrified by it. As awful as the zombies sound—kinda like animals, but not quite; it’s more like someone in agony, someone longing for relief but unable to do anything about it—she’s at least convinced by now that they can’t get to her. That the straps will hold.

Still, all it takes is one of the leather straps to break. If one of the infected should get free, they will no doubt head right for her, and she will be completely defenseless. Strapped to her seat, unable to move her head more than a little bit, she has nothing to ward off an attacker, and she will get eaten alive.

She tries very hard not to think of it. It makes the panic rat go crazy.

The old guy in the hunting coat next to her was completely quiet for the first five minutes or so. Then he suddenly began moving and snarling, and Belinda knew she was the only one still alive in the back of the truck. And now she’s—

The truck suddenly slows down, cutting her train of thought.

The driver doesn’t ease off the gas like you’d do when coming up on a bend or somewhere you need to make a turn. He does it abruptly, like when you suddenly see an obstacle on the road.

Oh, God. They’ve probably stopped more infected people.

Seeming to confirm her suspicion, the truck comes to a full stop. Ignoring the sounds from the zombies as best she can, she hears the soldiers up front exchange words. She can’t make out what they’re saying, but judging from their voices, they sound surprised. It sounds like one of the doors open, and then the sergeant calls out: “Hey, Kjell. Didn’t expect to see you out here …”

More words Belinda can’t make out. Apparently, they’re talking to someone out there.

Then, out of nowhere, three rapid gunshots very close by. Belinda jolts, banging her head against the wall.

The sound of running footsteps.

One of the soldiers shouts: “What are you doing? No, no, no!”

Then two more shots, and finally, silence.

Belinda breathes fast, listening intently, trying hard to figure out what she just heard.

Someone shot someone, that much is she certain of. But who, and why? Whomever the soldiers stopped for, they obviously knew them.

Her first thought was that the soldiers must have opened fire on someone infected who somehow surprised them and got too close. But there were no warning calls. No one giving their friends a heads-up before opening fire.

And the silence she’s hearing now is very puzzling, too. If anyone is still alive out there, why aren’t they talking?

Suddenly, the lock on the door at the back of the truck is turned and one of the doors pulled open.

Belinda leans forward to see a faint glow coming in. A dark figure is standing in the opening. She’s about to call out, but something holds her back. Then the person turns on a bright flashlight. The sudden light blinds. She blinks and pulls her head back. The person by the door pans the light around for a few moments. Then he calls out: “Anyone alive in here?”

Belinda doesn’t answer. She can tell it’s not one of the soldiers who picked her up, and she suddenly feels pretty sure the person out there shot all three of them.

Finally, he mutters something, then closes the door again.

Belinda lets out a long, trembling breath through the muzzle.

A couple of minutes pass. She can’t really hear anything, so she has no idea what’s going on outside. The truck’s engine just keeps idling.

Suddenly, the lock is turned once more, and the door opens again.

Belinda’s heart ups its speed. She leans back her head and squeezes her eyes shut. She’s sure that this time, the guy will make a more thorough inspection of the truck, and he will notice that she’s still alive, and he will very likely kill her on the spot, just like he did with the others.

“Belinda?”

She blinks her eyes open. Hearing her name is such a surprise, she doesn’t immediately react.

“Belinda?” the person by the door asks again. “You still in here?”

This time, she recognizes the voice.
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She’s just about to turn into the driveway of Gunnar and Greta’s, when she hears an engine roar to life.

From the next house over comes a car bolting out of the driveway. It’s going way too fast, and the driver seems to realize, because they hit the brakes hard, causing the car to stop just a few feet before it would have plowed through the hedge of the garden of the adjacent house. The engine dies, but instead the wipers begin going—even though there’s no sign of rain.

Ella squints to try and make out who’s behind the wheel. Judging by the reckless driving, it’s either someone without a license, or someone who’s seriously ill. She can’t make out the driver because of how the pale sunlight is hitting the windscreen.

The engine comes back to life, the wipers stop, and the car lurches forward, tires screeching. Ella moves to the side, wanting to be sure the car won’t hit her. It swerves a little, but doesn’t come too close. As it passes her, though, she catches glimpse of the driver—and she exclaims: “Marit?”

Her cousin sees her and locks the brakes once more—this time, she manages to keep the engine going. She just sits there, staring at Ella for several seconds, her expression a mixture of confusion, trepidation and disbelief.

Ella goes towards the car, smiling. “Hi, Marit. I’m glad to see you’re still OK.”

Marit moves her mouth, but she doesn’t appear to be actually saying anything. She shakes her head and blinks several times.

“I know,” Ella says. “I’m as surprised as you, believe me.”

Marit says something Ella can’t make out.

Ella tries to open the door, but Marit scrambles to slam down the lock before she can do it.

Ella can’t help but laugh. “Listen, it’s all right. I’m not a zombie. I hope you can tell.” She runs her hands up and down her own sides, as though displaying a wonderful dress. “In fact, I feel perfectly fine.”

Marit says a single word. It looks like “how?”

“Could you roll down the window at least?” Ella asks.

Marit fumbles for the button, clearly not wanting to take her eyes off of Ella. She rolls the window down half an inch, but leaves her finger on the button.

“How are you … not dead?”

“Beats me,” Ella says earnestly, adding in her mind: And yeah, I’m glad to see me alive too, Marit. Out loud, she says: “I somehow kicked the infection. And as a bonus, the zombies don’t care about me anymore. I’ve gained some kind of immunity.”

Marit doesn’t look any less suspicious at this. “Are you sure?”

“I’m still not sure of anything, tell you the truth,” Ella admits. “But for each minute that passes, it feels more and more real. Hey, where’s Hagos?”

Marit’s eyes flicker. “Hagos? He didn’t make it.”

“Oh. That’s too bad.”

“Yeah.” Marit chews her lip. “Are you sure it’s not just that … it hasn’t killed you yet?”

“I’m fairly sure, yeah. The fever broke. I’m not even sick anymore. Look.” She pulls up her sleeve to show the scratches. The swelling has gone down, and while they’re still bright pink, they look a lot more like regular scratches. Like something from a branch or a disgruntled kitty.

“I don’t … I don’t believe it,” Marit says.

“Yeah, me neither,” Ella smiles. “So, look, can I just get my charger, and we can get going?”

“No,” Marit says, shaking her head. “No, I mean, I don’t believe that you’re not sick. They said it so many times on television … no one beat it. Every single one who caught it ended up as those nasty things. It had a hundred percent molarity rate.”

“Mortality,” Ella corrects her, shrugging. “And I guess I’m the first one, then.”

Marit eyes her. “But my dad, he got it, and it … it killed him.” Her voice becomes thinner. “Why would he die from it and not you? He was a lot stronger than you.”

Maybe he wasn’t as strong as you thought, Ella thinks, feeling her anger towards Marit intensify. She reminds herself that her cousin just lost both her parents, and she’s likely in shock. “Look, I can’t explain it,” Ella says. “Right now, I just need to get the charger for my phone so I can call my mom, and then we’ll get as far away from here as possible. Hey, wait, do you have your phone? You have her number, right?”

“I do,” Marit says, sounding thoughtful.

“Can I please borrow it? It’ll just be a sec. You don’t have to let me inside the car if you’re still not comfortable. Just, please, let me call my mom and tell her I’m alive.”

Marit breathes through her nose. “I don’t think that’s a good idea, Ella.”

“Why not?”

Ella almost shouts, and she regrets it immediately, because Marit jolts, then promptly rolls up the window. She fumbles with the gearshift.

“Oh, come on, Marit,” Ella says, stepping over to tap the window. “I’m telling you, I’m fine!”

Marit leans away from the window, revving up the engine, but the car doesn’t move, because she hasn’t managed to put it in Drive.

Ella moves to the front of the car and looks at her cousin through the windscreen. “Please, Marit. This is silly. I promise, I won’t touch you. Let’s forget about the charger and just get out of here.”

“Move aside!” Marit says, waving at her. “I’m going now, Ella. I don’t want to run you over, but I will if you force me!”

To prove her point, she steps on the gas, making the engine roar. Ella shrugs. “Okay, fine. I just figured we’d have a better chance of making it out of here together. But if you don’t trust me, then—”

“Watch out!” Marit suddenly shouts, pointing across the street.

Ella looks in the direction. She didn’t hear the guy coming, probably because Marit is busy revving it up. He looks relatively unscathed, save for a bruised shin, which is visible because he’s only wearing a bathrobe. Luckily, it’s still tied together at the waist, because judging by his chest, he appears to be naked underneath.

Marit is shouting something from inside the car.

Ella stays in place, watching the guy carefully. As she expected, he looks right past her and in at Marit. He comes very close, but he doesn’t even try to attack Ella. Instead, he staggers around her, then goes to work on the window next to Marit. Marit stares from the guy to Ella.

“See?” Ella says, throwing out her arms. “I’m not interesting to them anymore.”

Marit swallows visibly. “That … that doesn’t prove anything. That just means the infection is still in your blood.”

Ella realizes to her annoyance that there’s no way she can convince Marit. The worst part about it is that she understands her cousin’s skepticism. No one knows what this is or how it behaves. All anyone knows is that it’s extremely dangerous and contagious. If Marit could feel what Ella is feeling—that she’s not sick anymore, that she’s kicked the infection completely—she might have believed her. But, looking from Marit’s perspective, it only makes sense not to take any chances.

“I’m sorry to leave you like this,” Marit goes on—trying hard to ignore the zombie and focus on Ella. “I really am. But I’m going now.”

“Good luck,” Ella says, moving aside.

As Marit gets the car moving, she suddenly seems to recall something, and she stops to look at Ella again. “By the way … I wouldn’t go back for the charger if I was you.”

Ella frowns. “Why not?”

“I just wouldn’t go in that house.” Marit sends her an earnest look which Ella can’t really discern. But she knows her well enough to tell there’s something she doesn’t want to spill. “Bye, Ella.”

Ella watches as Marit drives off. The zombie tries to follow along for a few yards, but is quickly left behind. He grunts with disappointment, then turns to face Ella.

“Sorry,” Ella tells him. “I tried to make her stay.”

The guy snaps his jaws a couple of times, then shambles off in a seemingly random direction.

Ella turns towards Gunnar and Greta’s house. She’s not sure what Marit’s warning was supposed to mean. Whatever is in there, it could be something dangerous. But the infected aren’t a threat to Ella anymore. And besides, why didn’t Marit just state it outright if that was what she was referring to?

No, there was something in there Marit didn’t want Ella to see. Not because it could hurt Ella, but … why, then? What was it Ella had seen in Marit’s face just now? Shame? Guilt, even?

Even as she’s still pondering the question, she finds herself moving towards the driveway. Looking up at the house, she sees the front door open wide. And around the corner, from the garden, comes a heavy woman dressed in even heavier clothes—like she was about to go skiing when she was attacked and killed. As she rounds the corner and staggers into the house, Ella sees a huge crater in her pants, revealing that most of her left thigh and buttocks are gone.

Someone’s in there, Ella realizes. Someone who’s still alive.

Through her mind flashes Marit’s face as she says, “Hagos? He didn’t make it.”

Ella gasps, then runs into the house.
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He didn’t plan on killing those three guys. He really didn’t.

After all, they didn’t really deserve it. They’d done nothing to wrong him in any way. They weren’t even a threat; he could tell they were buying his BS story, so he could have simply gone along with them, and they’d have taken him back to camp without any raised eyebrows. Because even if they were suspicious of him—which the Sarge probably was—they wouldn’t want to accuse him of anything. They were all soldiers. Brothers in arms. They didn’t rat on each other. Especially not in times like these.

Which made killing them all the more despicable. Kjell was very much aware of that. He just couldn’t help it. The moment he saw them, he realized how easy it would be. They were out here all alone, miles away from any other living person. No one would ever know. The three soldiers were like pieces of free candy, just waiting for Kjell to pick them up and put them in his mouth. Guilty pleasures.

And so he shot them, and it felt amazing.

Staring down at the corpses in front of him, he can barely see straight, so fast is his pulse going behind his eyes. His throat is all tight, too, and so is his penis. It always happens. Whenever he performs any kind of violence, his member becomes rock-hard and presses against the inside of his pants, as though wanting to jump out and join the action. The strange thing about it is that Kjell isn’t a homosexual, and certainly not a necrophile. But, having experienced these involuntary, bloodshed-induced raging hard-ons ever since puberty, he hardly pays the saluting Mini-Kjell any notice. Instead, he just puts his gun back in the holster and begins clearing the road.

Dragging the bodies off to the side, he hoists them up over the guardrail and shoves them out over the hillside. They go tumbling down, crashing through the bushes, disappearing from sight. Even if a police car passed by here, they wouldn’t notice anything. By dawn, there’d be little left of the soldiers. Predators would see to that. He’s pretty certain the infected aren’t drawn to dead meat, but lynxes, wolves, foxes, even bears and eagles were native to these parts of the country, and—

Kjell freezes on his way back to the truck.

He only needs to get Nils out. The guy is hanging from the seat belt. But a movement from the rear caught his eye, and he automatically pulls out his gun again.

Whoever—or whatever—he saw, has now pulled in behind the truck. Because his mind was preoccupied with predators, his first thought is that it could have been an animal. Except it was too tall for that—short of a brown bear on its hind legs, or a fucking moose, no wild animals stand at six feet.

It was a person.

Somehow, he knows.

Someone was watching him, and they pulled back the moment he turned around.

It couldn’t have been a zombie. They wouldn’t be hiding like that. And it also couldn’t have been someone from inside the truck. Because the rear doors can only be opened from the outside—Kjell made sure of that.

Must have been a passerby then. A curious cat who came this way and spotted the truck. Except he didn’t hear an engine. And there are no other vehicles behind the truck.

Kjell crouches down and looks under the truck. Nothing to see.

He gets back up and moves slowly around to the back of the truck, eyes and ears ready, gun in his hand, ready to fire at anything that moves.
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Coming up on the truck, Aksel moves along the shoulder of the road, keeps his head low and runs as fast as he can on the snowy ground.

He reaches the back and stops to listen for a second. He can hear the zombies inside groan, thumping against the wall. They all sound like they’re still strapped in.

He peers around the corner to the front of the truck. And what he sees isn’t exactly encouraging.

The passenger side door is open, and from it hangs one of the soldiers, head down. He’s caught in the seatbelt, which he seems to have unbuckled just before he died. He’s not a zombie—and it’s not a zombie that killed him, either. That much is evident from the bullet wound in his temple, which has oozed a fair amount of blood into the snow.

What the hell? Did they suddenly decide to kill each other?

Perhaps one of them was infected, and the others found out. Still, it seems unlikely the soldiers would simply execute their colleague on the spot like that, not even bothering to haul him properly out of the truck first. Maybe a scuffle broke out between them, or maybe—

A movement from farther away catches his eye.

Someone—another soldier, judging by the uniform—is dragging another guy towards the guardrail. With a grunt, he hoists him up, tilts him over, and gives him a shove that’s hard enough to send him rolling down the hillside. As he turns around, Aksel pulls his head back. He kneels down and looks under the truck. He sees the soldier’s leg as he comes back and begins freeing the soldier hanging from the seat belt. The corpse slumps to the ground, and the soldier drags him the same way as the other.

Aksel has no idea what’s happening. For now, he welcomes it as an opportunity to free Belinda. So, he unlocks the truck door and opens it as quietly as he can. His eyes are already tuned into the darkness, or he wouldn’t have been able to see the rows of dead people staring out at him.

“Belinda?” he whispers, stepping up into the truck. “Belinda? You still in here?”

He recalls where she was sitting—on the left, all the way back—and he tries hard to make her out behind the others.

The shadow of her head comes into view as she leans forward as much as the straps allow her. “Aksel?” Her voice is barely more than a whimper.

“Yeah, it’s me,” he says, moving down the middle of the truck—making sure to keep his hands close to his body. The truck is wide enough that the zombies can’t reach him, even if they stretch out their legs. But he doesn’t want to take any chances. Reaching Belinda, she grabs his shirt like a drowning person and pulls him tight.

“Thank you, thank you,” she whispers hoarsely. “Thank you for coming back, Aksel.”

“Don’t mention it,” he says in her ear, prying her hands free as gently as he can. “Let me get those straps off you. We need to get the hell out of here.”

“He killed them,” Belinda whispers, staring at him with wide eyes. “They stopped to pick him up, and he—”

“Yeah, I know,” Aksel cuts her off, placing a finger over his lips. “Keep quiet, or he’ll hear us.” He fumbles with the strap buckle. “Fuck, how does this thing work?”

He manages to get it open, and Belinda immediately gets to her feet.

As she does, Aksel turns towards the back of the truck, and he sees the silhouette of the guy step into view.

Quickly, he shoves Belinda back down, then takes a seat next to her. Sending her a sideways glance, he shushes without making a sound, hoping she can make out the gesture in the darkness.

Apparently, she can—or maybe she just saw the guy by the door—because she stays completely still and quiet.

A beam of light cuts through the darkness.

“Hey, asshole!” the soldier calls out. “Come say hello.”

Aksel holds his breath.

“Not interested in talking? Well, I see your footprints in the snow, and there are no prints leading back again, so I know you’re in here. Can’t imagine why you’d hitch a ride, but suit yourself. I need someone living, and I guess you just volunteered.”

With that, he slams the door and turns the lock.

“Fuck,” Aksel mutters. “Who the hell is that guy?”

Belinda breathes in the darkness. “I have no idea … like I said, they stopped to pick him up, and he just … started shooting.”

Aksel hears the driver’s side door slam shut, and a moment later, the truck gets moving again.

“Where do you think he’s taking us?” Aksel asks. “Did he say anything?”

“No, nothing,” Belinda whispers, shaking her head. “Your guess is as good as mine.”

Aksel bites his lip. “Well, I think it’s safe to say he’s not taking us to the quarantine zone …”
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Juma stops his bike at a red light, putting one foot down on the pavement. He can’t help but tap to the rhythm of the music filling his ears. It’s their new album, and they really outdid themselves.

Juma never listens to the news or checks social media in the morning. He knows from experience all the gossip and bad news will only make him depressed. Grohl’s voice, on the other hand, always sets the right tone for the day, helps him keep the stressful thoughts at bay, and gives him a feeling of being in control.

Which he will need more than anything today. Only he doesn’t know it yet.

Looking up at the lights, waiting for them to change back to green, he doesn’t notice that the car on the opposite side of the intersection is empty. The engine is still running, but the door is open. As though whoever was driving it suddenly had to leave on a most urgent matter.

Juma also doesn’t take any particular note of how the intersection is surprisingly devoid of traffic this morning. Usually, a lot of other bike riders, pedestrians, and cars are all on their way to work or school.

Today, however, Juma seems to be almost the only one.

Except for two persons approaching from the left. Juma sees them out of the corner of his eye, but they’re still far away, and he doesn’t look at them.

Instead, he glances in the opposite direction, and he sees something else. Something he didn’t expect. Smoke is coming up from somewhere one or two blocks over. It’s very dark, almost black, and clearly silhouetted against the bright morning sky. It doesn’t look like a friendly backyard bonfire, or a spontaneous early morning barbecue. It looks like a building is on fire.

Oh, no, Juma thinks, frowning. Hope no one’s hurt.

Juma lifts one side of the headphones to listen briefly if he can hear any sirens. He can’t. He considers briefly calling the fire department, but with a smoke pillar this big and conspicuous, he’s sure they’ve been alerted. They may even already have arrived.

Just as he places the earpiece back over his ear, he catches a sound from behind. It’s a loud crash, like a window shattering.

He turns his upper body to look back. He can’t see anything at first. The street seems oddly empty. Then, a hundred yards away or so, a bus comes rolling into view from a side street. But instead of turning onto the main street, it simply keeps going, tires bumping onto the sidewalk, until the front connects with the facade of a house, causing the bus to stop abruptly.

Juma stares in disbelief. Through the windows, he can see the passengers. They seem to be in panic over something. Fighting, even.

What in God’s name …?

He decides to call the police. Whatever is going on inside that bus, it can’t be good.

He pulls out his phone and sees eighteen missed calls. Eleven of them are from Zuri, four from Kathrine, and two from Hagos. Juma blinks in surprise. What could his aunt, his girlfriend, and his best friend all want to tell him? For once, he regrets having his phone on airplane mode, because something important has obviously taken place, and he doubts very much it’s a good thing. His first thought is that it must have something to do with the virus they’ve been talking about for two days straight. But it’s contained in Torik, and besides—

Turning back around, he catches a movement out the corner of his eye. The two persons coming this way are a lot closer now. They’re crossing the street, but they don’t bother using the pedestrian crossing. Instead, they’re walking right across the middle of the intersection.

Juma turns his head to look at them, and he screams.
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As she bursts into the entrance hall, she almost collides with the back of the heavy woman.

“Move!” Ella hisses, shoving the woman hard.

It’s like trying to push a rhino. The woman barely misses a step; she just turns her head to look back with a grunt, as though saying, “Hey, what’s the hurry?”

Ella slips past her, runs through the kitchen, then enters the living room. Looking this way then that, she sees the bloody remnants from her fight with Gunnar, and it gives a nasty flashback. But there is no one else in sight.

“Hagos?” she calls out. Her voice echoes, but there comes no reply.

A grunt from behind. The rhino-lady has entered the room and is crossing the floor. She seems to be headed for the staircase by the far end.

Ella beats her to it, taking the steps two at a time, calling out for Hagos again.

As she reaches the second-floor landing, she’s surprised to find a metal drying rack lying on the floor. Stepping over it, she stops with a gasp.

Only a few feet away is what’s drawing the heavy woman. A feast is going on. Three zombies are tearing and ripping at a figure lying on the floor. The person seems to be dead already. They’re all covered in clothes, and there’s no way of telling who it is—not until Ella notices the arm that’s reaching for the stairs. The glove has been torn to shreds, and black fingers are visible.

“Hagos,” Ella breathes, covering her mouth. “Oh, God …”

As though hearing his name, the fingers twitch.

He’s still alive!

One of the zombies—a young, fit-looking woman—seems to notice the hand moving, because she aborts trying to chew through the back of the jacket, and instead leans over to grab Hagos around the wrist. She would have managed, had her own hand not been hanging broken and useless. She apparently forgot for a moment, and the few seconds it takes her to reach out with her left hand instead is enough for Ella to lunge forward and soccer-kick the woman in the head.

The kick is so hard, it feels like Ella’s foot breaks on impact, and she cries out. The woman, obviously not expecting the kick, is flung back and lands on her back, sprawling.

Ella doesn’t waste time dwelling on the pain in her foot. She immediately grabs the next zombie, a guy, and pulls him off Hagos. He doesn’t come off as easily as the woman, mainly because he has time to grab a firmer hold of the clothes. But Ella punches him hard twice on the side of the head, and it’s enough to rattle him, allowing her to yank him back.

As she goes for the third zombie, who’s gnawing away at the back of Hagos’s knee, the woman has already recovered from the head kick and is crawling back towards Hagos.

“No, don’t! You back off!”

Ella knows, of course, it’s completely useless talking to the woman, but she can’t help it. She shoves the woman hard on the shoulder, causing her to tumble sideways.

But it’s a losing battle; the guy has already gotten back up and joined the party again. Ella can’t keep them all away.

To her surprise, Hagos suddenly lifts himself up onto his hands and knees. Lifting his head, their eyes meet, and Ella halfway expects to see nothing but black.

His eyes, however, are alive.

“Go,” Ella breathes. “Get away from here!”

Then she lunges at the guy, using her body to push him away. It’s enough for Hagos to begin crawling forward. He’s dragging along the guy who’s still operating on his legs, but Hagos manages to lift the free leg enough to get off a donkey-like kick that catches the guy on the jaw.

The woman swoops in from the side, grabbing Hagos around the neck in a wrestle-move, as though wanting to choke him out, but really, it’s just to hold his head in place so she can sink her teeth into it. The ski mask is made of wool or cotton or some other soft fabric, and as the woman rears her head back, a large chunk rips free, along with a healthy helping of Hagos’s black, frizzy hair. He grunts in pain and swats at the woman, but because of how she’s holding him, he can’t reach her.

She spits out the piece and just as she’s about to bend over for a second bite, Ella grabs her head with both hands and pulls back hard. The woman hisses and holds onto Hagos. Ella’s grip slips on her greasy skin, so she digs in her nails and feels the tips of her fingers slip into the eye sockets. It gives her a better hold, and she yanks harder, feeling the eye balls turn wet as her fingers sink deeper. The woman is forced to let go of Hagos, and Ella throws her down on the floor. She catches a glimpse of the woman’s face and almost wretches at the sight of her punctured eyes which are oozing with pink liquid.

“Go!” someone shouts, and Ella realizes it’s herself. “Go, Hagos!”

Hagos is already going. Crawling for the stairs, he manages to slip the two male zombies who grab for him from each side. He reaches the top step and continues headfirst down the stairs.

Ella shoves the woman back down as she tries to get up, then runs to catch up with Hagos.

He’s only managed to descend four or five steps. The rhino-woman is blocking his way, and is about to fall on him.

“For fuck’s sake!” Ella cries out, running down the steps.

She reaches Hagos and tackles the woman just as she grabs the ski mask. This time, Ella’s attempt to tip over the woman is successful—but only because she’s standing on the stairs. The slight bump from Ella is enough to cause her to lean back. Her feet slip, and she goes tumbling head over heels. She’s so heavy, every bump on her way down causes the entire staircase to shiver. Finally, she flops onto the floor, her skull audibly cracking, and she stays flat on her back, her arms and legs twitching a few times.

Ella grabs Hagos under the arm and helps him up. His legs give way, but he manages to stay up by clinging to Ella and the rail. With the ski mask off, Ella can see just how exhausted he is. He’s sweating profusely, heaving for breath, and his entire body is trembling. He looks like he’s spiking a mean fever.

Did they get him already?

There’s no time to investigate. They descend the stairs as quickly as they can—which is just enough to reach the bottom before the first zombie comes rolling down after them. The two others are right behind, halfway climbing, halfway falling.

“They’re not giving up,” Ella says, even though she doesn’t really need to tell Hagos. “Come on. Into the bathroom.”

She helps Hagos across the living room, and they enter the bathroom where Ella first saw Gunnar and realized he was sick—it feels like ages ago, even though it was just last night.

She slams the door and twists the key. The zombies probably can’t figure out how to turn the knob, but there’s no need to take the chance. And she’s glad she locked it, because five seconds later, the handle begins rattling as the infected bump against the door.

Ella turns to look at Hagos, who’s slumped down on the toilet. He’s fumbling with the jacket’s zipper.

“Let me help you,” Ella says, kneeling in front of him. She unzips him and helps him get the many layers off, like a parent undressing their kid.

“Thank you,” he whispers, swallowing.

“Hey, don’t mention it. I owed you one.”

They pull off the final layer of clothes, leaving Hagos in what he was wearing back at the nursery home: jeans, socks, and that distinct, white half-scrub, half-T-shirt they make caretakers wear. The only difference is that now it’s damp and clinging to his body. There are no visible signs of blood.

He blinks and smiles. “When I first saw you, I thought I was dead.”

She can feel the heat coming off him, and she looks him in the eye. “You might be soon. Did they bite or scratch you?”

Hagos looks down, as though checking. “I’m not sure.”

“Well, we better strip you down and find out.”

Hagos doesn’t object. He simply nods, blinks, and begins pulling off his shirt. Ella examines his torso closely. His skin is the color of dark chocolate, which makes it hard to make out any small scratches. But he appears to be clean. He leans forward and turns to the side, allowing her to check his back.

“I think you’re good so far,” Ella mutters. “I think you might—oh …”

“What?”

Ella points at his leg. On the back of it, in the place where the one zombie was really going at it, the jeans have been torn open. It’s not a huge gash, but the fabric is definitely ripped.

“That’s not good,” Hagos mutters.

Ella glances briefly towards the cupboard over the sink. She recalls Gunnar disinfecting his wound when he was in here. It made no difference. And it will make no difference for Hagos. If his skin is broken, he will die.

“I don’t … I don’t feel any pain,” Hagos says.

“Take off your pants,” she tells him quietly, ignoring the bumps and groans from the door. “Let’s see if you got lucky.”
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There’s no time to get the bike going. The oncomers are too close, almost within reach, and one glimpse at their black eyes is more than enough to tell Juma that their intentions are no good.

He tries to jump off the bike, but it’s more of a fall. Scrambling, he rolls around on the pavement and jumps back up to his feet, just as the nearest person—a girl a little younger than himself—in her eagerness to reach him trips over the bike, as though not seeing it at all. The other person—an older guy—seems to have a little more wit, because he steers around the bike and the girl.

Juma rips off the headphones as he backs away. “Hey, man. Stay back! Don’t come any closer!”

The old guy doesn’t seem to hear him at all. Or, if he does, he doesn’t care. He just keeps lumbering towards Juma. His head is angled to one side, due to a gaping crater just above his collarbone. It seems like a large predator has been eating right off his flesh, tearing the muscles and tendons out, exposing the bone.

Astonishingly, this doesn’t appear to bother the guy in the least.

Juma purposefully didn’t watch those horrible videos circling the news and the internet. Some of them showed the infected up-close, and he simply didn’t want to see that. Not only because it was frightening, but more because it felt like an awful breach of privacy. The infected people obviously weren’t consciously aware of what they were doing, and filming their suffering to post online felt like something an honorless paparazzi would do.

Still, even though he’s barely seen them, Juma instantly knows that these people are infected with the Torik-virus, that they’re dangerous, and that he’s to avoid contact with them at all costs.

So, as the guy keeps coming for him, Juma abandons his bike and bolts down the street. He realizes too late that he’s headed right for the bus. A succession of rapid, sharp bangs, as one of the people inside hammers away at the window. It shatters, the glass drizzling to the pavement like frosty snowflakes. The person—a guy in a heavy coat—all but throws himself out of the opening even before the window is completely cleared of glass, and Juma immediately sees why. He’s followed by two others, both of them clearly infected. They’re clinging on to his coat, and he lands clumsily on the asphalt, giving off a cry of pain. The infected people land on top of him, pinning him down, and immediately begin tearing at him with nails and teeth. The guy screams again, and this time, it’s much shriller.

Two more people climb out the window. A young woman and a middle-aged one. They take advantage of the fact that the two infected are busy eating the man who broke the window, and the young woman even uses one of them as a stepping board as she escapes the bus. They then run off in different directions, shock and disbelief on their faces. The middle-aged woman has something else on her face: two deep, bleeding cuts running across her cheek. And the young woman is clutching her arm.

God in Heaven, Juma thinks. This is why it spreads so fast.

He has no idea how the infection has reached Mo, but now it’s here, and he needs to isolate himself. Which means school is out today.

A grunt from behind reminds him the guy is still stalking him. And up ahead, four infected people come shuffling around the front end of the bus.

Juma has no option but to turn and run into a courtyard between two buildings. The space is paved with cobblestone and enclosed by an old, crumbling wall that’s too tall for him to climb over. He’s seen videos of guys doing parkour, and he knows it’s possible to run a few steps up a wall if you get enough speed behind it. Juma was never the athletic type, but he does have long legs and arms, and right now, he doesn’t seem to have a choice. So, he runs right at the wall, and pushing against it with one foot, his shoe slips on the frosty surface, causing him to bang his knee and drop right down again.

“Damnit,” he hisses, grabbing his knee as the pain shoots up through the entire leg. “What was I thinking …?”

He puts some weight on the leg, and it almost buckles with another painful jolt. He doesn’t have time to worry about the pain, though. Because into the courtyard come the infected people from the bus.

Juma looks around frantically. There’s a car parked to the side, but it’s mostly likely locked. He still limps to it and grabs the handle. Just as he thought, the door doesn’t open. Instead, he sees a door which he missed at first, because it’s painted the same color as the wall. He runs to it as fast as his bad leg allows him, almost crashes into it, and pulls the handle hard. It’s locked too, so he slaps it with his palm while tapping the button several times, hearing a bell chiming inside.

“Open, please! Open the door!”

A moan from the side. The infected people—five of them—are coming for him. The nearest is less than ten feet away.

Juma shrieks and jumps away from the door. He backs up, finding himself with nowhere to run. Even if he ran around the group of infected, more are coming in from the street, and they’re effectively cornering him.

“No, please!” he says, holding out his hands, even though he knows it’s completely useless—the infected are unresponsive and unable to speak. If anything, him speaking makes them more eager, and they up their speed to close the distance. “Please, don’t touch me!”

He bumps up against the car, and just as the infected are about to pounce on him, he throws himself on the hood, almost sliding off the frost-covered metal, then scrambles onto the roof. The car is a sedan and not tall enough to keep him safely out of reach, but it’s the only choice he’s got left. Standing up, he places himself in the middle of the roof as the infected people begin reaching for him. Some of them shamble around the car, trying to reach him from the other side, and in a matter of seconds, Juma is surrounded by hands groping for his feet. He turns this way then that, making sure none of them can grab hold. The ones with the longest arms are able to touch his boots, and Juma is thankful they’re made of suede and will be impossible for even the sharpest nails to scratch through.

But the infected keep at it, and more are coming. There’s at least a dozen of them now, all of them crowded around the car, and the courtyard is filled with grunt and groans.

A particularly tall guy manages to grab the laces of Juma’s left boot and tugs at it hard. It’s almost enough to pull the leg out from under him, but he manages to kick the guy’s hand, making him lose his grip. But now the lace is hanging free, providing a handy leash the infected can grab for.

Juma knows the situation is bad, but it’s only now that it hits home with him just how bad it really is. He can’t keep up this perilous tap dance for long. Sooner or later, one of his boots will slip, and the infected will grab him, and then it’s over. Unless help is coming, there’s no way he—

A gasp.

Juma looks up. The door he banged on just a minute ago is now halfway open. In the opening is an old guy, wearing only slippers and a worn robe. Judging by how his wrinkled lips are curled in, he doesn’t appear to have any teeth.

“Good Lord,” he exclaims, staring at the crowd of infected people. “What are you … what are you people doing to my car?”

“Please!” Juma shouts. “I need to get inside! These people are infected! It must be the Torik-virus!”

At the last word, the man finally seems to catch on. For a second, it looks like he wants to slam the door and twist the lock. But what seems to change his mind is the fact that none of the infected pays him any attention. It’s probably because there’s twenty feet or so from the car to the doorway, and Juma is a lot closer—almost within reach. The infected don’t even seem to react to the old guy’s voice, as he says: “Look, I’ll help you, but you’re not coming in here. I don’t want to get infected …”

“I’m not contagious!” Juma shouts, kicking as the tall guy grabs the back of his boot. “I swear! They haven’t touched me!”

“Hang tight,” the guy says, and now he actually makes as to close the door. “I’m calling the cops …”

“No, wait!” Juma screams. “Wait, please! It could take minutes before they get here! I won’t make it!”

“I’m sorry,” the old guy say, shaking his head. “But I’m not gonna—”

Someone catches hold of Juma’s shoelace again, and this time, he comes very close to falling. He decides in that instant to make a run for a it.

Taking off as fast as he can, he jumps down onto the hood of the car. The front end is facing the door, and it’s the only side of the car where none of the infected are standing. Juma almost slips, but manages to jump once more, landing on the cobblestone. The infected immediately come for him, but Juma is faster, sprinting at the door, ignoring the pain from the knee.

The old guy still hasn’t closed the door; he’s staring in disbelief at Juma. It’s only once he realizes that Juma is going to bum rush him that he comes back to and slams the door.

“No!” Juma screams, crashing into the door. He pushes down the handle and forces it open a split second before the old guy can turn the lock.

He gives a grunt of surprise as Juma pushes him back, turns, and slams the door once more. The infected people are coming fast, and the nearest trips in his eagerness to get at Juma. He almost manages to block the door from closing, and if he was still able to feel pain, he would have hurt his head, because it bangs against the door. Juma twists the lock and staggers back.

The infected start going at the door like they want to claw their way through it. None of them as much as try to turn the handle.

“Oh, God,” Juma breathes.

He hears the old guy rummage with something behind him, and he turns to face him.

“Thank you so much for—”

Juma freezes as he sees the huge blade pointing right at him. What the old guy is holding looks more like a sword than a knife.

“Don’t thank me just yet,” he snarls. “Because you’re going back out there, my friend.”
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It does seem like Hagos got lucky.

At least Ella can’t see any wounds at the back of his knee. She dabs it with a wad of toilet paper to double-check. The paper comes back damp from sweat, but no traces of blood.

“I think you’re good,” she says, showing him the paper.

He lets out a breath. “Thank God. And thank you, Ella. If it wasn’t for you, I’d be dead by now.”

“Hey, I told you already, it was the least I could do.” She throws the paper in the toilet as Hagos gets up and goes to drink greedily from the tap.

She watches him wash his face and neck, and she looks at the tear in the pants still on the floor. It was a really close call. Had she wasted just a few more seconds talking to Marit …

“So, what happened?” Ella asks.

Hagos looks up at her in the mirror. “I found a car. By the house next door. I was about to drive off, when I saw Marit through the window. Three infected people were closing in on her. I ran to help her. Long story short, I ended up in the bedroom closet. I thought I had no other choice but to make a break for it.”

“So you put on as much clothes as you could, and you went out to face them?”

“Yes.”

Ella looks at the ruined clothes littering the floor. “That’s clever. And brave.”

“And foolish,” Hagos says with a tired smile.

“Well, it almost worked.”

“Yes. Almost.”

“What about Marit? She made a clean getaway?”

Hagos nods. Water drips from his nose, and he takes the towel to dry his face. “I don’t think she got scratched or anything.”

“No, she looked fine,” Ella says. When Hagos looks questioningly at her, she adds: “I met her outside. I gathered that you were still inside. That’s why I came.”

“Oh. So, where is she now?”

Ella shrugs. “No idea. She left in the car you mentioned.”

Hagos scoffs. “Yes. I told her about it.”

Ella frowns. “So you guys had time to talk? Couldn’t she have helped you?”

“I don’t know,” Hagos says, drying his hair. “Maybe. Maybe not.”

Ella shakes her head. “That’s Marit for ya. Brave as a kitten.”

“I guess I can’t blame her,” Hagos mutters. “I’m a complete stranger to her …”

“So was she to you,” Ella says, feeling anger making her gut contract. “And you came here to save her bacon anyway. No, believe me, if it’d been me in that closet, she’d left me for dead, too.”

Hagos is about to answer, when there’s a sudden bump from the window. They both turn their heads to see a figure outside the window above the tub. The glass is that frosted type that’s not see-through, so the person out there is only a shadowy outline. But with how they’re fumbling, scraping their nails, and giving off low groans, there’s no mistaking the fact that it’s an infected person. A second later, another figure edges in from the side and joins in.

“Guess we’re trapped again,” Hagos sighs.

“Not quite,” Ella says. Her anger dissipates somewhat. “I can get us out of here. I have something to tell you.”

Hagos looks her up and down. “Yes, I figured as much. You look better.”

“I feel better. In fact, I’m not sick anymore.”

Hagos sits down on the edge of the tub—the exact spot where Gunnar sat—and looks at her earnestly.

Ella begins explaining, showing Hagos the scratches to prove the infection is gone.

“I guess my system fought off the virus,” she ends with a shrug. “It worked almost like a vaccine.”

Hagos frowns. “How so?”

“Vaccines work by exposing the body to just enough of the virus to make it create antibodies to fight it off. The scratch must have been so small that only a tiny amount of the virus got in.”

Hagos doesn’t exactly look convinced.

In her mind’s eye, Ella sees the tiny wound on Gunnar’s chest, the one that ruined his impressive tattoo. It had been about the same size as her scratches.

“I don’t think that’s it,” Hagos says pensively, obviously thinking the same. “Even the smallest wound should kill a person. That’s what they showed on the television, remember? And they said so far—”

“Yeah, I know,” Ella cuts him off, surprised to hear annoyance in her own voice. “People keep telling me what they’re saying on the news, as if I should be dead because that’s what the stats are saying. Well, guess what? I’m alive, and I feel fine. So you tell me what you think the reason is.” She throws out her arms. “Is it a genetic thing? Are there others out there who are also immune?”

Hagos doesn’t answer right away. He uses the towel to wipe away a water drop running down his forehead. “I don’t believe that,” he says finally. “I believe you were never meant to die from the infection.”

Ella wrinkles her nose. “What does that mean?”

“I thought about it,” Hagos says, talking slowly. “But no one else mentioned it, so I thought it was just me, but … did you notice, when the infected guy was pinning you against the terrace door to Edith’s room, how he didn’t try to bite you?”

Ella furrows her brow. “What do you mean? Of course he did. He was coming right at me. I had to kick him back more than once.”

“Yes, but he didn’t reach out for you, did he? He didn’t grab you, he didn’t even open his mouth. Believe me, I know how they move when they’re about to throw themselves on someone …” He nods towards the door. “I tried it firsthand. They’re all nails and teeth. Grabbing whatever they can. Back there, I thought it looked more like the guy was just trying to get to the door. Like you were blocking his way.”

Ella tries to think back. She was panicking when Gunnar came for her, but now that she replays the scene in her head, she does remember that he didn’t actually try to bite her. In fact, when she kicked Gunnar the first time, he seemed surprised. As though he didn’t see it coming at all.

But what really convinces her is his eyes. Those black beads. They weren’t looking at her. They were staring right through her. As though she was invisible to him.

“Okay, I think you might be right,” she mutters. “But … the infection was probably already in my blood by then. That’s why he wasn’t interested in me.”

“Are you sure?” Hagos asks. “What happened before? Back at Marit’s parents’ place? Did anyone infected ever attack you?”

“Yes, of course,” Ella says. “Several times. Both my aunt and my uncle. When Marit and I fled the house—”

“Marit was with you the whole time?”

“Yeah.”

“Are you sure they weren’t just following her?”

Ella tries to think. Gunnar came for them in Marit’s room, before they jumped out the window. Greta stalked them across the lawn. Gunnar even followed them across the fence.

But Marit was there the entire time, right in front of Ella. There is no way of telling if they ever even sensed Ella, or if they were simply stalking their daughter.

“I don’t know,” Ella says, shaking her head. “I just don’t know.”

“How did you get the wounds?” Hagos nods towards her wrist. “Those don’t look like bite marks.”

Ella clears her throat. “No, it … it was from a chain. It tore open my skin, and then some of my uncle’s blood got on me.”

Hagos takes a breath through his nose. “They were never interested in you, Ella. I sensed it even before you turned sick. Something tells me that whatever saved you, it’s because you’re … what’s the word? When there’s only one?”

“Unique,” Ella whispers.

“Yes, exactly.” Hagos looks at her. “You need to find out what’s unique about you, Ella. Because you just might be carrying the key to ending this.”

Ella feels an involuntary surge of goose bumps run down her back. “Oh, please,” she says, scoffing. “I’m not that special, believe me. I was just lucky. I’ve never—“

“God chose you, Ella,” Hagos cuts her off. His eyes are gleaming. “And He did it for a reason. It’s your responsibility to figure out what that reason is.”

Ella is about to answer, when she notices a red spot on the towel in Hagos’s hands.

“You’re bleeding,” she says, pointing.

Hagos looks at the towel. Then his hand goes to his forehead, and he runs it back through the hairline until he reaches the crown of his head. He winces and takes his hand away. Looking at his fingertips, Ella can see them glisten.

“Huh,” Hagos mutters. “It’s where she bit through the ski mask. Guess she pulled out a chunk of hair along with it.”

Ella goes to him, and he willingly tilts his head for her to check. She carefully parts his frizzy hair and sees the bald spot. The skin is bleeding, but only a little. “It’s probably just from the hair being pulled out,” she says, stepping away. “Did you feel her teeth?”

“I felt nothing at all at that moment,” Hagos admits. “I was just fighting to survive.”

“Okay. Well, we should keep an eye on it, and …” Ella stops talking as she realizes it’s turned a little quieter. Looking at the door, she can no longer hear the zombies out there. They’ve moved away. And as she looks to the window, she sees the two infected people on the other side do the same. As though suddenly losing interest, they simply wander off in opposite directions. “Guess they found someone more exciting,” she mutters.

As she meets Hagos’s eyes, she’s surprised to see peaceful resignation in them. “No,” he says, almost smiling. “They just didn’t want to get to me anymore. Because I’m already infected.”
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Humming away to the music, Kjell can’t help but drum the rhythm on the steering wheel. He just loves the Beatles so much, has ever since he was a teenager and got into playing the guitar.

He found a cable in the glove compartment and plugged his phone into the radio. It not only served to recharge it, but also allowed him to play the music he stored on it.

The current song, Here Comes the Sun, is awfully fitting. Although the sun technically rose over the eastern mountains more than an hour ago, it’s only now that it’s gaining enough momentum to turn night into day, painting the skies pink and orange.

Lukas was into the Fab Four, too. Not as much as Kjell, who, if he was being honest, was and still is a pretty big fan boy. But enough that they never argued about what to listen to when they drove together. Like when their military leave coincided and they took the trip back to Sweden for a few weeks.

Glancing at the empty passenger seats, Kjell can’t help but picture his brother sitting there. They should have been together. Should have ridden the wave of the apocalypse together, like a couple of old-school horsemen.

But all he sees there now are the bloodstains from the Sarge and Nils and the third guy whose name Kjell had already forgotten.

“That old fuck,” Kjell snarls, realizing he’s grinding his teeth. “He’s gonna pay. Oh, boy, is he gonna regret shooting your brains out, brother. I promise you.”

A bump from the back. Kjell turns his head, even though there’s no window or hatch or anything. He listens for a moment. It wasn’t the back door. Couldn’t have been. He made sure to double-check it was locked, and there’s no way to open it from the inside. While he’s only driving twenty-five miles an hour, that’s still way too much for anyone to run up from behind, latch on to the door, and open it. That stuff only happened in Hollywood movies. Not on slippery, outback roads here in Norway.

The bump must have been the hitchhiker. The guy who—for unfathomable reasons—snuck into the truck while Kjell was disposing of the soldiers’ bodies.

He’s probably tumbling around back there. Or maybe he’s trying to get out. Either way, Kjell isn’t worried. Unless he brought a damn angle grinder, he’s not getting out before Kjell opens the door for him. And he won’t do that until he’s reached the destination. Which won’t be long now. In fact—

Kjell’s thoughts are abruptly cut as he sees a white beam of smoke rising up ahead. At first, he takes it to be a bonfire someone lit, but as he drives closer, a tiny house—a cottage, really—comes into view behind a group of trees. The house is situated right up against the narrow mountain road, and an old, dusty truck is parked next to it. Whoever is living here must really like solitude. Kjell isn’t too surprised, though, because experience taught him that even the most desolate areas up here have at least one of two old hermits too stubborn to move to the cities.

Kjell stops the truck. He can’t see anyone through the tiny windows, but judging by the smoke seeping out of the chimney, someone lit a fire not too long ago, and it’s very likely they’re still alive in there.

Could really use a snack, Kjell thinks, feeling his stomach churn at the thought of food. He ate the last of the rations just before hijacking the truck—the rest, which was meant to last for weeks, was all in Jan’s backpack. That fucking traitor was probably sharing a feast with the old guy and the young gay dude right now.

He opens the door and jumps out, not even bothering to pull over, even though the truck is completely blocking the road.

As he approaches the cabin, he pulls out his gun and scans the surroundings. If there are living people inside, there could very well be infected people nearby. As far as Kjell can tell, the fuckers are drawn even from miles away, like they attained some supernatural sensitivity to the smell of living flesh.

He’s almost at the door when the lock snaps and it’s opened just a crack. Out from the opening comes the barrel of an old shotgun. It’s pointed at his midsection, and Kjell stops in tracks. He raises both hands, pretending to have no intention of using his gun.

“No need for that, sir,” he says in his most earnest voice. “I’m just stopping by to see if anybody in here needs a helping hand.”

“The only help I need,” a voice says in a thick, Sami accent that Kjell can hardly understand, “is for you people to do your job and get things under control around here.”

“I understand your concern, sir,” Kjell says, trying to make out the face above the shotgun, but it’s in shadow. “And I assure you we’re doing everything we can.”

The shotgun is lowered a little, and the door opens a few more inches.

A woman’s face appears. “I’m no sir,” she says—even though her voice is so raspy, it sounds like a man talking.

“Oh, my apologies,” Kjell says, smiling warmly. “I just assumed … because of the gun …”

“Yeah, firearms are only for men, right? Just like dicks and cigars.”

Kjell can’t help but give a short, genuine burst of laughter.

He puts away his gun. Before he can come up with a fitting answer, the woman opens the door a little more, revealing her sturdy frame. She must be at least fifty, but she seems fit and sharp-witted. Clearly someone who’s used to making a living on their own. She nods towards the idling truck. “You got a bunch of those infected fellas in there?”

“A few,” Kjell says, glancing back casually. “I’ve cleared up this area pretty good.”

“I don’t know about that,” the woman says, raising a wrinkled brow. “Three dead guys in my backyard beg to differ. Had to take care of them myself.” She pats the shotgun.

Kjell admires the woman’s resolve. It’s almost a shame that he has to bring her. But he needs at least one more living, uninfected person to make his plan work, and he can’t be guaranteed to stumble upon anyone else.

“Thanks for your help,” he tells her. “We need more civilians like you right now. Someone who’ll take matters into their own hands.”

The woman squints at him. “That’s certainly not what they’re saying on the radio. Them so-called experts keep bleatin’ ’bout how we should stay isolated and that them infected people are sick and need medical help. Well, I looked long and good into their eyes, and I tell ya right now, they ain’t sick. They ain’t even bleedin’ human no more. I didn’t even feel guilty about sending them back to their maker.”

“You shouldn’t,” Kjell says immediately. “Because you’re right. They’re not people. They’re basically walking corpses. In my opinion, it’s a mercy to put them down.”

The woman looks him up and down. “I didn’t expect a representative from the government to speak so bluntly.”

“Well, you were being very honest with me, admitting to committing three murders, so I figured I’d repay the favor,” Kjell says, giving the woman his most charming smile. It’s not working, though. He can tell she’s still suspicious. It makes him annoyed. He was expecting by now to have had a chance to get the shotgun from her, but she’s keeping inside and making no signs of having relaxed her guard. If he tries to get a jump on her, she may very likely fire at him.

“I’m not in any need of help,” the woman says, sounding like the conversation is over. “You can go on your way, soldier.”

“Actually, there’s just one more thing,” Kjell says as the woman is about to close the door.

She looks at him. “Yeah?”

Kjell’s mind is working hard to come up with a fitting request. Something that’ll get her out here. Or make her turn her back. Or even just catch her off guard for half a second. Anything that’ll enable him to go for the shotgun and rip it from her hands. To win time, he scratches his forehead with his thumbnail, pretending like he’s considering how to phrase whatever he’s going to say.

“So?” the woman barks. “What is it?”

“Well, you see … the thing is …”

He’s got nothing. He’s about to do a cold lunge at her—even though with no distractions, and with her eyes fixed on him, there’s a good risk she’ll shoot him—when the perfect diversion presents itself.
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“What’s he doing?” Belinda whispers.

Even though dawn must have cracked by now, the back of the truck is still almost completely dark. His eyes are used to it now, though, so he can make out her face, and he can tell that just talking hurts her throat. She was thankful to get the muzzle off, and Aksel has also unstrapped her. The only thing he can’t remove is the handcuffs. Belinda was able to pull her hands around her feet, so that now they’re in front of her.

“I don’t know,” Aksel says, getting up.

The truck stopped almost a minute ago, and it’s now idling. There are no windows, and they have nothing to go by except the sounds from outside. And those are difficult to pick up on, because of the constant choir of moans and groans from the zombies.

Aksel steps over to the empty seat in front of Belinda and places his ear against the wall. He listens intently. He picks up on two voices talking. It sounds like two men. One of them he recognizes. It’s the rogue soldier that trapped him in here. The conversation sounds like it’s going in somewhat friendly tones. He strains his hearing to the max and manages to pick up a few sentences.

“… not in any need of help,” the other person says, sounding guarded. “You can go on your way …”

“Actually,” the soldier says, “there’s just one more thing.”

He sounds different. Like he’s pretending.

He’s tricking someone, Aksel realizes. He’s about to shoot the person …

“Do you hear anything?” Belinda whispers from behind.

Aksel glances back at her. He doesn’t know if what he’s thinking about doing is the right call, but he can’t just sit by and let that psycho out there murder another innocent person. They at least deserve a warning.

So, he forms a funnel with his hands around his mouth, and shouts loudly: “Watch out! He’s gonna kill you!”
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“Watch out! He’s gonna kill you!”

The shout comes from the back of the truck.

Kjell is almost as surprised as the woman. Almost.

The guy screaming from the truck is unexpected, but not enough to cause Kjell to turn his head.

The woman, on the other hand, takes her eyes off him to look at the truck behind him for a split second, and it’s all Kjell needs.

He steps forward, and as the woman senses him coming, she raises the shotgun, clearly intending to blast his face off. Kjell is ready for it, and he’s already swung his arm. Hitting the barrel with his palm, he slaps it aside just as the woman fires. The shot goes off so close to his ear, it immediately wipes out his hearing. The shockwave hits his face and neck, but the pellets go right by him.

The woman cries out in frustration and surprise. She tries to swing the shotgun back up, while stepping backwards to create a little space between them, but Kjell is ready for this, and he follows along, grabbing the woman by the neck. It’s thicker than he expected, and his gloved hand can’t get a proper grip. The woman is also stronger than he thought, and she’s not only able to pull free, but she also unexpectedly stomps on his foot.

It’s some simple teenage self-defense class trick—which is why it catches him completely off guard, since he didn’t expect such an old hag to possess skills like that—and it almost works. The woman is wearing wooden clogs, and her heel crushes down over his toes. It’s Kjell’s turn to roar out, and even his own voice is weirdly distant and distorted to his ringing ears.

He stops playing nice with the woman. He needs her alive, but she doesn’t need to be unscathed to serve his purpose. So, he lunges forward and flings her a headbutt right between the eyes. It’s enough to cause her to fall on her ass, and as she goes down, he rips the shotgun from her hands. Just to be sure she gets the point, he flips the weapon over and butt strikes her in the solar plexus.

The woman keels over and curls up into a fetal position, coughing and wheezing. Kjell kicks her in the lower back just for good measure, then remembers he needs her able to walk, so damaging her spine probably isn’t wise.

“You’re feisty for your age,” he snarls, shaking his foot which still hurts from her surprise stomp. “If you give me any more trouble, I’ll blow your brains out with your own gun here, then find someone more cooperative. Is that clear?”

The woman turns her head to look up at him. She shows her small, yellow teeth and snarls something which sounds to Kjell like an invitation to put the barrel of the shotgun where it’s really not supposed to go, then pull the trigger.

Kjell can’t help but smile despite the pain in his toes. “I like you.” He looks around for something to tie her up with. There’s an old leather strap hanging between the coats. “You’ve got a dog?”

The woman doesn’t answer. Kjell looks around what small part of the cottage he can see. There’s a mattress lying on the floor next to an armchair in the living room, and judging by how the center of it is all worn down, it looks like a large dog used to lie there.

Kjell looks down at the woman. “Where’s your dog?”

The woman just stares back at him.

“I suppose he’s not home, or he’d have jumped me by now,” Kjell decides. He grabs the leash and bends over the woman, telling her to flip over onto her back. She spits at him and when he grabs her, she begins fighting, so he delivers another kick, this one to her side, and she cries out in pain. It’s enough for her to stop resisting, and he ties her hands behind her back.

Then, leaving her lying on her stomach, he goes to the kitchen for something to eat.

There’s a loaf of home-baked bread on the counter, next to a jar of jam. He rips the bread in half, pours the jam on it, slaps it back together and begins chowing down the makeshift sandwich. As he comes back to the woman, she’s managed to get to her knees and is about to stand up, when Kjell drops the shotgun and grabs her by the hair. He won’t need her weapon, so he just leaves it and drags the woman out to the truck, while still gorging on the sandwich.

He unlocks the back of the truck. Then, just as he’s about to open the door, he realizes that his unknown passenger might be armed.

Just because the guy hasn’t fired it yet—which is actually clever, since the truck is bulletproof, and he would likely end up hitting himself—doesn’t mean he doesn’t have a gun.

So, Kjell crams the last of the bread into his mouth, pulls the woman in front of him, and takes out his own gun. He then reaches over and opens the door. Swinging it wide open, he steps back a little, keeping the woman as a shield in front of him.

The sight inside the truck is even more bizarre now that the daylight shines on the passengers. They’re all groaning, writhing, tugging at the straps. All of them are still in place, though. And he can’t see the blind passenger. He must be hiding at the back. He’s not showing his face, and he’s also not opening fire.

“Okay, in you go,” Kjell tells the woman. His hearing is returning. “There’s someone else alive in there. You guys can get acquainted.”

He pushes her forward. She resists briefly until Kjell delivers a punch to her shoulder blade. She climbs into the truck, and Kjell slams the door and locks it.

“Better take a seat!” he shouts, slapping the door. “Wouldn’t want you to take a tumble.”

Then he goes to the front of the truck, whistling to himself.
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“Please,” Juma says, holding up his hands, as though they could shield him if the guy decides to begin chopping him up. “Please don’t make me leave.”

The guy licks his lips, and Juma gets a glimpse of the pink gums. He really doesn’t have any teeth. He probably uses dentures, but didn’t have time to put them in when he was awakened by Juma hammering on the door. The air in the hallway is very stuffy, and against the wall are leaning three large plastic bags, all filled to the brim with empty beer cans.

“I’m sorry, fella,” the old guy says, shaking his head. “But I’m not catching that virus. And I have no way of knowing whether you’ve got it or not. Alls I know is, you were dancing around in the middle of a group of them poor people out there, so I’m not taking any chances. Now, leave my home!”

He gestures with the machete as though it was a conductor rod.

Juma turns his head briefly to look back at the door. “Are you serious? You really want me to open that door?”

The old guy looks past Juma for a few seconds. The infected are still going at the door. The old guy grimaces. “No, I guess you’re right. That wouldn’t be a clever move.”

“No, exactly,” Juma breathes, lowering his hands slightly. “Thank you so much. I promise you, I’m not—”

“That doesn’t mean you’re staying,” the guy cuts him off, pointing the blade at Juma’s face. “I want you out of here as soon as possible. Before you can breathe those microbes all over my home.”

“I don’t … I don’t think it’s airborne,” Juma says. “From what I’ve heard, you need to be—”

“Shut up!” the guy demands. “Stop talking. And here, put this over your mouth …” He grabs a scarf from the rack and flings it at Juma.

Juma catches it, looks at it, then at the guy. “This is wool. It wouldn’t do any—”

“I said cover your mouth and nose with it, damnit!”

Juma holds the scarf over the lower part of his face, wincing at the sharp smell of old sweat and aftershave.

“Now, upstairs!”

Juma looks at him, confused, until the guy backs up and gestures to the side. As Juma steps forward, he sees a stairwell which was blocked from view due to a tower of cardboard boxes, which all appear to contain more beer cans.

“Listen, if we go upstairs—”

“One more word, and I swear to Christ, I’m chopping off that chatty head of yas!” the guy bellows, causing spittle to fly from his mouth. “Now, move, damnit!”

Juma quickly slips up the stairs. It’s a balancing act because every step is filled with all sorts of rubbish, clothes, along with random items such as a toothbrush, a lamp, a bicycle pump, a wrench, even an old, greasy air fryer. And of course, more beer cans.

He’s not just an alcoholic, Juma realizes. He’s also a hoarder.

Juma’s mind is still fighting to catch up with what he’s just been through. Seconds ago, he was literally running for his life. Now, while he might not be in the same kind of immediate danger, he’s certainly not safe.

I need to be very careful with what I say or do. This guy is completely volatile.

He’s worried about Kathrine, and more so for Zuri. Are they both safe? Did they simply call to warn him? For once, he regrets dearly not having been reachable this morning.

Kathrine works at a gas station by the interstate, and Juma is pretty certain she had the late shift last night, which means she’s most likely at her parents’ place now. Which is good, because that’s far from here.

His aunt, on the other hand, is much closer. Being unable to leave the apartment, she’s much more vulnerable. She was sleeping when Juma checked on her before leaving. Which was, what, thirty minutes ago? He didn’t notice anything out of the ordinary as he left the building and went to unlock his bike. But perhaps he simply wasn’t paying attention. Perhaps the infected were already there, lurking around the corner. Could they have gone inside the building and forced their way into the apartment? The thought of his aunt lying there, bedbound and completely defenseless, as a group of infected people made their way through the apartment, was almost too horrible to—

As Juma reaches the second-floor landing, he accidentally bumps into a tower of books, boxes, and old DVDs. He instinctively tries to catch it, but it falls over and makes a racket as it tips over more stuff.

“Oh, jeez, I’m sorry,” he blurts out. “I didn’t see it.”

“Leave it!” the guy snarls as Juma kneels down and begins picking the stuff up. “Never mind about that, damnit. Come, this way! You’re gonna—” The guy breaks into a coughing fit and is momentarily distracted.

He still holds the machete pointing at Juma, but he doubles over and closes his eyes as he coughs.

Juma looks down and sees a can of oven cleaner. It’s the kind you spray on. Before he can think about it, he grabs the can, and, as he gets back up, he discreetly slips it up under his jacket, tucking it into his belt.

The guy gets the coughing somewhat under control, and he gestures with the blade in the direction he wants Juma to go.

They enter a room with a single bed that looks like it should have been replaced by a new one ages ago. Apparently, however, it’s still in use, because there’s an open book and a remote control on the pillow. A turned-on television sits atop a pyramid of stuff by the foot end. It’s been muted, but it’s showing the local news. The reporter is talking into the camera with a grim expression, and the headline reads: TOTAL LOCKDOWN IN ALL OF MO. There’s a narrow walkway around the bed, leading to a single window where the blinds are drawn.

“There,” the guy grunts, pointing at the window. “There’s your exit.”

“You can’t be serious,” Juma says, looking from the guy to the window. “We’re way too high up. I can’t jump out. I’ll break my—”

“You’ll be fine,” the guy cuts him off. “There’s a roof out there. I’m sure you can find a place to climb down onto the street. Get going! I’m not telling you again.”

Juma moves reluctantly around the bed, approaching the window.

Maybe this is for the best. Maybe he should just leave the old hoarder’s home and hurry back to the apartment as fast as he can. Without his bike, it’ll be a ten-minute run, and he—

His phone vibrates in his pocket. He takes it out, looks at it, then shows it to the old guy. “Please, can I answer this? It’s my aunt. She’s probably worried sick.”

“You can talk to your damn auntie once you’ve climbed out that window!” the guy shouts, stepping closer.

“Okay, okay!” Juma says, quickly putting the phone back in his pocket. “How do I open this?”

“Pull up the blinds.”

He fumbles with the string. It’s all twisted up and sticky with something that could simply be years of compiled dust. But as he pulls it, the blinds glide up willingly, letting in the early daylight. Juma squints and looks out. The guy wasn’t lying. The window leads right out onto the flat roof of the neighboring house. He turns the handle, and the window swings open like a door.

Juma hesitates briefly, looking back at the guy.

“Whaddya waiting for?” he grunts. “Get outta here!”

Juma steps up onto the radiator below the window and swings the other leg out. As he does so, the spray can slips out from under his jacket and lands on the windowsill with a clunk.

Juma freezes.

“What the hell was that?” the guy asks, stepping closer. “Were you carrying around a can of—“ He glares from the can to Juma, as he recognizes the oven cleaner. “Hey, that’s mine! You thieving little rat. Were you gonna steal from me?”

“No,” Juma says, shaking his head. “No, I just … it was just in case you …”

“In case I what?“ the guy snarls, coming closer, raising the machete. “In case I asked you to clean my damn oven? You’re a lying sack of shit, that’s what you are! An intruder, and a burglar! You know what they did to your kind in the old days? Here, lemme show you …”

The guy rushes at him, obviously intent on cutting him with the machete, because he pulls it back to take a swing.

Juma is completely exposed, sitting astride the windowsill. He shrieks, grabs the can, and aims it right at the guy’s face. He has no idea whether there’s even anything left, but he has no other choice. If the can is empty, the guy will likely chop off his hand.

Turns out, there’s plenty of oven cleaner left. It shoots out in a thick, white mist, covering the guy’s face.

He roars out and is taken aback just long enough that the swing misses Juma by mere inches.

“My eyes!” he cries, wiping away at his face with his sleeve, blinking fiercely through the sticky foam. “You fucking piece of shit … I’m gonna kill you for this!”

He takes another, wild swing at Juma, and it’s only because Juma throws himself out the window that the machete misses his leg. He lands on the roof with a thud, knocking the air from his lungs.

The guy leans out the window, still unable to see, but swatting away with the weapon nonetheless while cursing at Juma. Juma scrambles to get out of reach. In his rage, the guy drops the machete, which only makes him angrier. Juma quickly dives in and grabs it, pulling it out of the guy’s reach.

“You thieving no-good piece of shit!” the guy bellows, as Juma runs across the roof, away from the window. “You come back here with my knife, or I swear you’ll live to regret it!”
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“Okay, in you go. There’s someone else alive in there. You guys can get acquainted.”

Aksel keeps his head back so as to not be visible from the door. But turning his head slightly, he’s able to make out the opening. The daylight hurts his eyes. The silhouette of the soldier is pushing someone else into the truck. The person—it looks like a woman—climbs in hesitantly. The zombies on both sides grope for her eagerly.

Then the soldier slams the door, leaving them once again in darkness.

“Better take a seat!” he shouts from outside. “Wouldn’t want you to take a tumble.”

Then Aksel hears him whistle a joyful tune as he returns to the front of the truck. It’s a song Aksel has heard before, but he can’t quite place it. A few moments later, they drive on.

“Who was that?” Belinda whispers.

“No idea,” Aksel tells her, leaning forward to try and make out the new passenger. “But we’re in the same boat. Hey, down here!”

He can see the woman coming down the middle of the truck, glancing nervously to both sides. He gets up to greet her.

“Who are you?” the woman asks—her voice is low and hoarse.

“I’m Aksel, this is Belinda. Come, take a seat. You’ll fall when he makes a turn.”

He reaches out his hand, but the woman either can’t see it or doesn’t want to touch him.

“We’re not infected,” Aksel assures her. “And judging by how the dead folks are reaching for you, I take it you aren’t either?”

“No,” the woman says plainly, going to the seat. She sits down and seems to try and make out their faces.

Aksel can only vaguely make out her face. She’s older than he thought at first.

“What the hell is going on here?” she asks. Her accent is very thick, and if Aksel hadn’t heard it before, he would have a hard time understanding it. The woman is clearly born and raised even farther up north. “Is this some kinda government initiative?”

“Hardly,” Aksel says. “It was, but then that guy you just met took over, and now your guess is as good as ours. Whatever he wants with us, I assume it’s not good. But we don’t really have any other choice than wait and find out.”

“Darn it all to hell,” the woman snarls. “I shoulda shot him while I had the chance …”

“You had the chance to shoot him?”

“Yeah, when he came to my door. He tricked me and got the gun from me.”

“Did he say anything about what he’s doing?”

The woman snorts. “Gave me a loada horse crap about dropping by to see if I needed help. I could tell right away he was up to no good. Shoulda followed my gut.”

“Yeah, well. You live and you learn.”

“I’m not sure we’ll live much longer,” the woman says bluntly.

“We have to,” Belinda suddenly chimes in. Aksel can hear her swallow, then groan from the pain. “Because I’m getting back to my daughter.”

“We’re not giving up without a fight,” Aksel agrees. “We just need to be ready for whatever comes …”
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He keeps running until he reaches the end of the roof. It’s connected to the next roof over, but that house is about five feet taller, meaning Juma needs to scale a wall. The next roof is also not flat, but the kind where two sloping sides meet in the middle. To make it even more dangerous to walk on, it’s made of tiles, and they are a glittering with frost.

Juma pauses and looks back. The old guy is gone from the window now. But judging by how angry he was, Juma isn’t sure he’s given up the chase. Maybe he’s gone back inside to fix his eyes, regroup, find another weapon, then come for Juma.

In any case, going back is out of the question. So he climbs the wall and steps onto the next roof. He walks at the ridge, which is just wide enough for his boots, but it’s wildly slippery, and more than once his foot slips, and he has to kneel down quickly to regain his balance. If he goes to either side, there’ll be no way of stopping the slide, and he’ll pick up speed until flying over the side, then plummet to the ground. Which, undoubtedly, will result in something broken.

Juma keeps going, concentrating. It feels like forever, but he finally reaches the end of the roof. It stops abruptly by an alley with a fairly steep drop. There’s no way he can jump across to the next house. Looking to the sides, he has a choice between the street that he just came from, or another courtyard. Down from the street, he can hear growls and fighting going on. Ever since escaping the guy’s apartment, his mind has filtered out the noises, writing them off as the usual background sounds of the town. Now that he listens, he can tell there’s nothing usual about them. Screams and shouts can be heard farther off, mixed with gunshots.

This is getting out of control, Juma realizes with a sinking feeling, still standing by the edge of the roof. They won’t be able to contain it.

He needs to get back home. And fast.

As he looks towards the courtyard again, he notices the chimney. It’s part of the brickwork, rising four feet above the roof. Narrow metal steps meant for climbing are mounted into the side of it. They’re probably meant for chimney sweepers. Or maybe a fire escape. Juma didn’t see them until now because of how flustered he was. Now, he crouches and reaches for the chimney. He can just reach it. Grabbing hold of the cold metal, he finds it reassuringly stable, and he’s able to climb out over the edge of the roof with little difficulty. He quickly descends the chimney and reaches the ground.

As soon as his boots touch down in the alleyway, he hears a growl from the side. Turning his head, he sees an infected guy coming for him.

With a yelp, Juma runs into the courtyard—praying that it’s not another blind alley.

It’s not. This one is also enclosed on all sides, but with a picket fence of old wood. It’s easy to scale, and Juma soon finds himself in a garden of some house. As he runs across the frozen lawn, he hears a sharp tapping on glass. Looking up at the house, an older couple is standing inside the large windows of a sunroom. The woman is talking on a cell phone, and the guy is waving at Juma, eagerly encouraging him to join them in the safety of their house.

Juma hesitates briefly. It’s tempting, seeking refuge. He’s sure the old couple hasn’t been exposed, and even though they can’t know for sure the same is true for Juma, they’re still willing to offer him shelter.

But what makes him decide against it is the thought of Zuri. His aunt needs him. So he shakes his head briefly, then runs on.
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Within ten minutes, Hagos begins sweating, trembling, panting.

It’s moving a lot faster than it did for Ella. Probably because the wound is on his head, right next to the brain.

She helps him into the tub, making it comfortable by using some of the clothes. She then places a cold, wet cloth on his forehead. He leans back his head with a sigh.

“Crazy, huh?” he mutters. “How we did this only hours ago, only you were the one sick.”

“I know,” Ella says, smiling wearily. She’s surprised at just how bad she feels. Not only because she knows what Hagos is going through, but also because she knows his chances of a happy ending like the one she got are slim at best. She’s also grown to like the guy very much in the few hours they’ve known each other.

She doesn’t know what else to say.

Luckily, Hagos changes the subject. “Listen, Ella. I know someone who can help you. He’s a dear friend of mine. I trust him. And he’s studying biology. If whatever is special about you can be found in your body, he’ll figure it out.” He pulls out his phone and hands it to her. “Here, take it. I won’t be needing it. The screen lock passcode is 2401. It’s my sister’s birthday …” At this, Hagos seems to lose his train of thought for a moment. Then he blinks and comes back to. “Juma is one my contacts. Call him. I’m sure he’s still in town.”

“All right,” Ella mutters, putting the phone in her pocket. “Look … if I ever meet Marit again, I’ll kick her ass for you.”

“No,” Hagos says immediately, shaking his head firmly. “Please just give her my forgiveness.”

Ella frowns. “You can’t be serious. All this is because of her. She’s acted like a selfish brat this entire time. I know she lost her parents, but come on. She even lied to me about you being in here!”

“Probably because she thought I was dead already and felt very guilty,” Hagos says calmly.

“Yeah, and she should feel guilty!“ Ella hears her voice rise, and she’s surprised to find herself on the verge of tears. She swallows hard to push it back.

Hagos sees it and smiles. “I appreciate your passion, Ella. You’re a good person. But God doesn’t want Marit to feel guilty, so why would I?”

Ella throws out her arms. “Why wouldn’t God want Marit to feel ashamed? She did an awful thing. I haven’t exactly studied the Bible, but I’m pretty sure God gets pissed off all the time when people act badly.”

“Yeah, well. That’s not how I see it.” Hagos swallows. It looks painful. “Guilt is something we create. Because we expect punishment. Sometimes, we even want it for ourselves. But that’s not what God wants. He wants us to be happy. Peaceful.”

Ella frowns. “So we should all just go around feeling giddy, even when we bolted like a coward and left someone for dead that we totally could have helped?”

“Marit did the best she could. And no, she shouldn’t feel happy. Not until she’s asked God for forgiveness.”

“Wait, I thought you said she has nothing to feel guilty about? Then why does she need to ask for forgiveness?”

“She doesn’t need to. She’s certainly free not to. It’s up to her. But she’ll not be free from fear or regret until she does.“ He shakes his head slowly, his voice turning into a whisper. “Me feeling anger towards her, it changes nothing. Except that it fills my heart with hate. And hate closes me off from God. And right now …” Hagos shuts his eyes, and a tear rolls down his cheek. “Right now, I want Him closer than ever before.”

Ella feels her own heart expand. It’s a feeling of love, of connection, but it’s also a feeling of sadness, of grief.

Of surrender.

“I think I get it,” she croaks, wiping a tear from the corner of her eye. “I see how you see it. I really wish I could see it like this always.”

“You can,” Hagos says, not opening his eyes. “It’s just a matter of wanting to.”

“I’m really sorry, Hagos,” she says, sniffling. “You’ve helped me so much, and … and now that you’re the one dying, you’re still helping me.”

He opens his eyes to look at her. Even though he looks really sick now, his eyes are more alive than ever. “If that’s my small part to play in His plans, then I’m grateful to be of service. Please, Ella. Find out what His reasons are.”

“I promise,” she says, straightening her back slightly. “I guess … I guess I should be going. Do you need me to do anything else?”

Hagos turns his eyes towards the window. “Could you open it, please? I’d like to see the light one more time.”

“Sure.” Ella reaches over the tub and opens the window that Gunnar climbed through late last night. In the distance, she can hear screams, gunshots, sirens. The sky is overcast, but the clouds are white, and the light filtering through them is as beautiful as the most fiery sunset.

“Thank you,” Hagos smiles. “Now, please go.”

Ella reaches down and takes his hand. It’s burning. He squeezes back, then lets go.

Ella leaves the bathroom, closing the door gently behind her.
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Reaching home by crossing through the gardens proves a lot more time-consuming than he thought. But it does bring him home without encountering anymore infected people.

When Juma finally reaches the street with the apartment building, he’s climbed at least five fences and pushed through even more hedges. He’s sweating under the heavy jacket, his pants are torn, and he’s got twigs in his afro.

Panting, he checks both directions. As far as he can tell, both the street and the lot in front of the block are devoid of anything dangerous. There are parked cars, an abandoned bicycle, but no corpses, no infected people, no immediate signs of fighting.

Gotta be a good sign, Juma thinks, jogging across the road.

He tries to visit the gym at least a couple of times a week, going for moderately long jogs on the treadmill, and he’s very thankful for it, because if he hadn’t been in at least decent shape, he would’ve been exhausted by now. He can feel the exertion in his thighs and shoulders, especially from the climbing, but he’s still able to move just fine—the adrenaline still fueling him is probably helping too.

He runs past the first two entrances, stopping by the third.

“Oh, no …”

Seeing the wide-open doorway, his heart sinks. The wooden wedge stuck under the door immediately tells him what’s happened. Gunhild, the old, fat woman living one floor below Juma and his aunt, has once again gone against the regulations and left the front door open. Juma has told her several times to please not, because not only did it bring up the shared energy bill considerably, but it was also an obvious safety risk—especially when Zuri was home alone. She’d retorted that the smell of spices was so intrusive she had to let in some fresh air—an obvious stab at Juma and Zuri, who were the only ones in the block cooking with anything more exotic than salt and pepper. When Gunhild hadn’t listened, he’d sent in an official complaint to the housing association, and they’d allegedly told Gunhild to knock it off, or she’d get evicted.

Apparently, the threat wasn’t enough, because Gunhild had done it twice since. And now again a third time. On this day, of all days.

“You’ve got to be kidding me …”

Juma runs into the building and heads upstairs, jumping three steps at a time.

As he passes the second-floor landing, a head pops out from the door, causing him to yell out. Gunhild, in turn, screams too, then glowers at him. “You scared me half to death!”

“Why did you leave the freaking front door open?” Juma shouts, unable to contain himself. “Someone infected could have wandered in here!”

Gunhild recoils as though Juma tried to slap her. She shakes her head, causing her meaty cheeks to jiggle. “I didn’t know! I tried to go down there and close it, but—”

A sound from upstairs catches Juma’s attention. It’s a bump, followed by a muffled scream.

“Oh, God. Zuri!”

He runs up another level. Gunhild calls after him, but he doesn’t pick up on the words. All he can think of is getting to his aunt. As he reaches the third floor he stops dead in his tracks once more.

Because this door—the door to his and Zuri’s apartment—is also open. Not wide, but ajar. What’s even more disconcerting are the scratch marks and the blood that’s been smeared all over the white surface. As he gasps and breathes in a mouthful of air, he can smell fever, blood, decay, erasing the last shred of hope that whoever came through here was not infected.

A grunt from the apartment, followed by another meek scream.

Juma feels like crying. He wants to turn and run away.

But he can’t. So he overrides the fear, pushes open the door, and steps into the apartment.
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Stepping out of the front door, Ella immediately hears a deep rumbling so loud she can feel it through the soles of her shoes.

Perplexed, she looks up at the mostly overcast sky. The clouds are the usual thin, light grey types, not the ones to carry thunder and lightning.

As the sound grows even louder, she realizes it’s not coming from above. Turning to face the street, she sees some kind of huge military vehicle come rolling into view. It’s not a tank—at least Ella doesn’t think so, since it doesn’t seem to have that cannon thing at the front—but it’s definitely armored and meant for combat.

As it passes the driveway of Greta and Gunnar’s place, she sees two smaller vehicles—jeeps, as far as she can tell—follow close behind it, and after those comes a group of soldiers in full gear, carrying big guns.

Ella can do nothing but stand there, staring at them, as they continue down the residential street. One of the last soldiers glances in and sees her. He slows down just long enough to point at Ella like a mad referee and shout: “Gå inn igjen!”

Then they’re past, and Ella listens as the rumbling grows a little less deafening.

The soldier had told her to get back inside. Even if she hadn’t picked up on the words, his gesture was unmistakable. They want people off the streets. Probably to help stop the infection spreading. Soon they’ll probably make a nationwide call to lockdown—if they hadn’t already.

Ella takes out her phone. Twenty-five percent battery. She gave it only twenty minutes in the upstairs charger. It should be enough until she finds another outlet. As soon as she could turn her phone back on, she called her mom. She didn’t pick up. Then she tried the number Hagos gave her, the one for his friend. He didn’t pick up, either.

Now, because Ella has no idea where her mother is, there’s no real point in leaving town. The military is already here, which means she likely won’t be allowed to cross the town’s limit anyway. And besides, she has a feeling it’s important that she figures out what has happened to her. Why she’s immune. Whether she’s been so this whole time, as Hagos suggested.

Poor guy. The thought of Hagos turns her stomach hard. When she came back downstairs with the charger in her pocket, she heard him scraping on the inside of the bathroom door. He deserved much more than to die alone in some strange bathroom.

Fuck you, Marit. I don’t care what Hagos said; if I see you again, you’re getting slapped.

Ella takes a deep breath through her nose, trying to clear out her thoughts and feelings, which are both gloomy. She then heads to the garage and looks inside. Gunnar was into competitive bike racing—he would always go on about how Norwegians were naturally great at riding bikes, as evident by their many podium wins in the Tour—so Ella isn’t surprised to see four expensive-looking race bikes hanging from the ceiling. Below them are two women’s bicycles which look a lot more comfortable to ride on.

She takes the one she assumes belonged to Greta, pulls it out, gets up, and begins riding through town.
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The truck stops abruptly, causing them to slide sideways on the seats. Aksel has to grab hold of the straps to not fall to the floor.

The engine idles for a few seconds, then it shuts off. The rumble that’s been a constant background noise ceases and leaves them only with the grunts and snarls from the zombies.

Aksel meets Belinda’s eyes. They’re shining in the darkness.

“I think this is it,” he whispers, looking over at the woman. “We agree on the game plan, right? Assuming he’s got no one to help him, we outnumber him three to one. Sure, he’s armed, but if any of us sees even the slightest chance, we’ll jump on him, and the rest of us follow. Okay?”

The woman doesn’t answer.

Aksel leans forward. “Hey? You’re in on the plan, right?”

She looks at him, then gives a brief nod. She’s been mostly silent since she got on the truck about an hour ago. She didn’t even tell them her name. Aksel worried briefly that she’d gone into some sort of shock or denial, but now that she finally looks him in the eye, he can tell what’s really going on with her. She’s fuming.

She looks like she’ll tear him apart with her hands if she gets half the chance. Great.

Suddenly, the lock snaps, and the door swings open. Aksel feels his heart rate rise as he leans back and out of sight.

“All righty!” the soldier calls. “We’ve reached our destination, folks. Everybody disembark in an orderly fashion.”

He pauses briefly, and Aksel expects the flashlight to search the inside of the truck. It doesn’t come, though, so he chances a quick look.

The soldier isn’t there. The door is open wide, showing the road and the mountains. There are no buildings or anything other than raw nature in sight.

“What do we do?” Belinda whispers.

“Just wait,” Aksel whispers back.

“Here’s how we do it,” the soldier goes on. As far as Aksel can tell, he’s standing right outside the open door, but off to the side so they can’t see him. “I’m going to give you sixty seconds, and anyone who isn’t standing out here by then will be shot. Same goes for anyone who tries to run or as much as bat an eyelash at me. If you have any firearms, leave them in the truck. I see a weapon, I shoot. I hope you realize by now that I’m a man of my word. I would prefer to keep you alive, but I will not hesitate to start firing. So don’t test me. Let’s do this right, and we can all keep breathing. Any questions?”

Aksel and Belinda exchange another look.

Belinda shakes her head. Aksel can’t tell if the gesture means “I don’t want to go out there,” or “Don’t go out there,” or maybe “I don’t know what to do.” Perhaps none of the above.

The lady, on the other hand, gets to her feet.

“Whoa, hold on,” Aksel whispers, reaching out for her.

She pulls her arm away and sends him a scathing stare. “I’m not sitting around in here any longer. The stench is awful.”

“Yeah, but what if he shoots you the second you step outside?”

“He would have shot me already.”

She’s right, of course. And he knew it already. It’s just that his mind is reeling to come up with another way.

“Thirty seconds left!” the soldier calls.

The lady waddles down the middle of the truck and climbs out.

“Good girl,” the soldier tells her from off to the side. “Is your friend coming?”

The woman looks back in at Aksel and Belinda, but doesn’t say anything. Something is stirring in Aksel’s thoughts—a card they haven’t played, a possible way out. But he can’t fully grasp it. There’s not enough time to think.

“Fifteen seconds!”

“We’ve got no choice,” Aksel says, reaching out his hand.

Belinda hesitates only briefly, then takes it with both of hers, and they go towards the open door. Aksel walks in front, holding Belinda’s hands behind his back. It’s nerve-racking, walking between the rows of undead people all eager to get at them. Aksel is anxious that the soldier will shoot them as soon as they’re all outside of the truck—even though the rational part of his mind tells him that wouldn’t make any sense. But the guy’s clearly an all-out psycho, and those people don’t always act according to logic.

“Five seconds!”

“Coming!” Aksel calls out.

He reaches the end of the truck and squints as he sticks his head out into the cold, clear daylight. Everything is white from new-fallen snow and very bright. The woman is still standing in the middle of the road. The soldier is off to the side. He’s not immediately visible, because he’s hidden behind an old tree standing by the roadside. But the footsteps leading over there are a giveaway, and Aksel notices one eye and one hand holding a gun pointed right at him.

“Nice to finally put a face on you,” he says in an almost jovial tone. “Don’t make me shoot it off you now. Jump down and join the nice lady here.”

At that moment, it suddenly hits home.

What his mind was trying to tell him.

The one trick they have left.

He doesn’t know Belinda is here too.

“Okay,” Aksel says, squeezing Belinda’s fingers hard. “I’m coming out now. I’ll do it slowly. I’m alone, and I’m unarmed. Please don’t shoot.”

At the last word, he lets go of Belinda’s hands, hoping that she picked up on the clue he slipped in there, hoping she’ll read his thoughts and go back inside the truck, wait until she gets the chance, then make a run for it.

“That’ll work just fine for me,” the soldier says, and Aksel feels a surge of relief despite the tense situation.

He’s buying it. He really doesn’t know there were three of us.

Aksel climbs down. He does it slowly, meticulously, wanting to buy Belinda a few extra seconds to catch on. As his feet touch the road, he darts a casual look back inside the truck, and he sees to his immense relief that Belinda is moving backward, away from the open door. Her face is a pale mask of dread, her eyes big and wet with fear and tears—but she’s doing it nonetheless. She’s going back into the reeking darkness full of death, because she’s understood that it might be their only chance to make it out of here.

Aksel turns to the woman, and he sees to his alarm that she’s staring right up at Belinda. Thinking fast, he places himself right next to her. Despite her not insignificant frame, she’s not very tall, and Aksel has no problem blocking her view. Looking at her, he mutters, “Sure glad to be out of there, aren’t you?”

She meets his eye briefly, then looks over at the soldier. For one, horrifying moment, Aksel is afraid she’ll rat out Belinda. But instead, she barks, “What are we doing here? Besides freezing our asses off?”

The soldier steps out from behind the tree, still pointing the gun at them. He’s younger than Aksel took him to be. Maybe only thirty. His eyes are piercingly blue, and there are tufts of blond hair sticking out from under the beanie he’s wearing. Clearly, he’s a native Scandinavian, although judging by his accent, Aksel imagines he’s either Danish or Swedish.

“Glad you asked,” the guy says, stepping closer. “First off, we’re making sure you guys aren’t hiding anything. Please raise your arms and spin around a couple times. Just like a pair of ballerinas, if you like.”

Aksel does what he’s told. The woman does it too, but only after mad-dogging the guy for a good long moment.

“Great,” the guy says, stepping closer. “Now, close the door to the truck. Give us a little peace to work.”

Aksel grabs the door and goes to close it. Just before he does, he sees Belinda’s face all the way down at the end. Her eyes are pleading with him, but they’re also more determined now. Like someone who’s accepted they’re going back down below the water and has sucked in as much breath as they can. Aksel tries to send her a reassuring look, but he’s not sure it comes across.

Then he shuts the door all the way.
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“Zuri?”

He means to call out for his aunt, but his voice breaks, and the sound comes out as barely more than a wheeze.

“Aunt Zuri?”

A little more successful this time. But he receives no answer.

The apartment is small and very easy to go through. The hallway that he’s standing in leads into four symmetrical rooms. Bathroom and kitchen on the right. Bedroom and living room on the left.

The bedroom, which is where Zuri spends most of her time these days, is where his attention is immediately drawn. The door is halfway open, and as he steps closer, he can see the dim room. The beds sitting across from each other. One a simple, wooden, single bed. The other a metal monstrosity on wheels with an electric motor, IV pole, guardrail, bed pan, removable dining table and other features. Both are empty.

“Zuri?”

He turns and listens.

A grunt from the other side of the apartment. The bathroom. That door is almost closed. Juma goes to open it—and gasps again.

Zuri is in the bathtub, but not to have a soak, because she’s still wearing her nightclothes—although it’s hard to tell, seeing as she’s also wrapped in the flower-speckled curtain, which has been torn almost all the way down. His aunt is kicking with both her thin legs, trying in vain to fend off the attacker—a guy around Juma’s own age, but very clearly a native of this country, as his skin is white as snow and his hair likewise. His paleness is even more noticeable as it’s jarringly contrasted by the gaping, bloody crater running from his neck and down over his back, revealing the shoulder blade which moves as the guy uses his arm, trying to pull off the pesky shower curtain, which hinders him from getting to Zuri.

“Aunt Zuri!” Juma hears himself cry out.

It doesn’t make any difference. Zuri doesn’t hear him—and even if she did, what would it help her? The guy is also completely disinterested in Juma.

Juma is about to grab the guy by the torn, bloody shirt, but realizes instantly it would be a mistake. Not only would he come into direct contact with the infected blood, he would also no doubt force the guy to come for him instead, as he would become a closer target than Zuri.

Instead, he looks around frantically for something—anything—to use. His eyes fall on the bed pan. He brings it out here every morning to empty and clean it. Something Zuri insisted on doing herself for as long as she could, but she’s simply too weak now, so Juma does it for her, like he does pretty much everything. Luckily, Zuri only uses it during the night, which means during the day, it sits in the bathroom next to the toilet.

Without a second thought, Juma grabs it, raises it high, and slams it down over the head of the guy.

When the hospital lent them the bed along with the pan, they allowed the pan for the fact that it was one of the old models. It’s not made of plastic like the modern ones, but stainless steel. Now, Juma is very thankful for that.

The bed pan connects with the top of the guy’s skull, producing a loud CLANG and sending jolts of pain all the way up to Juma’s elbows.

He very much expects the guy to pass out—or at the very least topple over.

But the guy only ducks a little, as though hearing a wasp pass by his ear. He gives a grunt, turns his head halfway to look back, then bends back over the tub and resumes fumbling with the curtain. Zuri screams again.

“Damnit!” Juma cries out. “Stop it!”

He strikes the guy three more times hard, in rapid succession. The bed pan, as sturdy as it is, becomes all bent and bumpy, but it’s not enough to stop the guy. He manages to rip aside the curtain, revealing Zuri’s terrified face, and for a moment, her eyes flash in Juma’s direction. He sees more than he hears her utter his name. Then the guy throws himself over her.

“No!”

Juma does what he didn’t want to do: He grabs the guy by the shirt and pulls him back up from the tub. It’s not easy, because he’s fighting it, but Juma is driven by fear and desperation, and he wins the brief tug-of-war. The problem is, as the guy comes back up over the edge of the tub, he flops to the floor, bumping into Juma’s legs, causing him to sit down hard on his ass.

Practically lying across Juma’s lap, the guy finally turns his attention on him. And he would have sunk his teeth right into Juma’s face, if the torn shirt hadn’t come up to cover his face. It gives Juma a second to turn his head. He sees a lot of stuff on the floor. Stuff that used to sit by the sink, but which has obviously been flung to the floor during the scuffle that must have ensued as the guy stalked Zuri out here.

There are toothbrushes, a soap dispenser, a comb, and the pointy pair of scissors which Juma uses to cut what’s left of Zuri’s thin hair once every third week or so.

Not giving himself any time to think, he reaches out and grabs the scissors. As the guy rips the shirt away from his face to stare at Juma with his black eyes, Juma screams and plunges the scissors into his right eye socket.

There’s an audible plop as the blades sink in all the way to the handle, and, meeting basically no resistance, they go on right into the brain.

The guy freezes. His face goes blank. The other eye stares stupidly at nothing for a second or two.

Then he keels over, landing lifeless on the tile floor.
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“Right,” the soldier says, lowering the gun a little. He’s still keeping his distance, but he doesn’t seem that much on guard anymore, knowing that he’s the only one armed. “Let’s talk this thing over. I bet you have a lot of questions whirling around your little brains, so I’m going to make it really simple for you.” He smiles. “You cooperate, you get to live. You don’t, I shoot you. Doesn’t get much more simple than that, does it?”

“What do you want us to do?” Aksel asks.

The soldier looks at him. “What’s your name, young fellow?”

“Jakob,” he says. The lie comes out so quickly and naturally, he can’t help it. He’s not sure why he gave his brother’s name. All he knows is, he doesn’t want this psycho to address him by his real name. “What’s yours?”

The soldier grins. “My name’s none of your fucking business. Call me King Carl if you need to address me.”

“So, you’re Swedish?”

The guy moves his jaw. “We’re done talking about me now.” He says it in a friendly tone, but Aksel can tell he’s not messing around. “Right, Jakob. Why did you voluntarily climb into my truck here?”

Aksel shrugs. “I was just curious.”

The soldier shakes his head, almost in a regretful way. “Noooo. That’s not gonna do. If we’re to make this work, we need to be honest with each other. You see, Jakob, I’m not a fucking imbecile. And I can tell you’re a smart guy, too. So, whatever it was you were hoping to find, it must’ve been pretty damn important to you.” He raises his eyebrows. “I say we try again. Pretend like this is the first time I ask. Right …” He makes a show of clearing his throat. “Why did you, Jakob, a smart guy, voluntarily sneak into a military vehicle stuffed with flesh-eating monsters?”

Aksel hesitates. He can tell the soldier will out him if he comes up with a lie. And if he does, the soldier might go and check the truck to find out the truth. That could mean that Aksel will get shot for lying. Or maybe he’ll shoot Belinda.

For a second or two, he considers telling the truth. Then he suddenly recalls someone saying how the most convincing lies contain some truth. And he says, in the most genuine voice he can muster, “I went looking for a girl who’d been picked up earlier. She wasn’t infected, but the soldiers wouldn’t listen, so I followed the truck in my own car, and when I saw my chance, I went for it. But … apparently, she was infected after all. Because, uhm …” He nods towards the truck, as he whispers, “She’s in there. But she’s turned.”

“Aaah,” the soldier says. “See, now. That makes sense.“ He sounds convinced, but he’s still eyeing Aksel’s face closely. “I’m sorry for your loss. Was she your girlfriend?”

“She was,” Aksel mutters, and suddenly, unexpectedly, Frida’s face jumps into his mind, and his chin bobs as he whispers, “Her name was Frida.”

The soldier clicks his tongue. “Sorry for your loss, Jakob. If it’s any consolation, your girlfriend will get to serve a useful purpose soon, just like you, and …” He looks at the woman. “I didn’t catch your name, darling?”

“Bigga,” the woman says simply.

“Bigga?” the soldier repeats, then, switching to broken English: “Bigga than what?” He grunts at his own joke. “It’s a Sami name, isn’t it?” No reply from the woman, just a mean scowl. “Okay, Jakob and Bigga, nice to meet you. Let me tell you what I need from you.” He snorts and spits in the snow. “You see, I have a score to settle. Someone took something from me that I really liked, and I’m going to take something back from him that he really likes. An eye for an eye and all that. The details aren’t important. All you guys need to know is that he’s a murderer, and he deserves what’s coming to him.”

A little darkness creeps into the soldier’s face and voice as he speaks, and for the first time, there are real emotions coming from the guy. Aksel can tell that despite how he tries to make it sound lighthearted, whoever wronged him really hit a nerve.

The soldier turns and gestures out over the guardrail. “You see that beautiful lake down there? We’re gonna take a walk across it. On the other side is a stream. It leads up the mountain over there, and we’ll follow it until we reach a certain plateau. You’ll see it once we get there.” He shrugs. “That’s really all. We’re going for a hike. After we reach our destination, you’re both free to go. If you do any kind of funny business along the way there, however, I’ll put a bullet in your head.” He smiles. “Any questions?”

Aksel glances at the woman, who doesn’t seem like she’s going to say anything, so he asks the obvious question himself. “What’s over there?”

“I told you, the guy I’m settling the score with.”

Aksel frowns. “So … you’re gonna use us as a distraction? Make us sitting ducks. And when the guy sees us, he’ll shoot us, and then you’ll shoot him?”

The soldier bobs his gloved hand. “Well, I can’t say for sure what’ll happen once we reach the plateau, because I don’t know how the guy will react. Things could go one of several ways. But like I said, as soon as we get there, you’re free to make a run for it. One thing you’ve got wrong, though … I’m not gonna shoot him. Oh, no. That’d be way too easy. If I wanted to just take him down, I wouldn’t have bothered bringing you two or these guys.” He goes to the truck and slaps the side of it. He smiles again. “Because you see, we’re not going over there alone. All of these lovely folks are coming with us.”
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Pushing the guy off of himself, Juma gets to his feet. His boots almost slip on the blood-smeared floor, and he grabs the sink for support.

Turning his eyes on Zuri, he sees her staring over the edge of the tub. Her eyes go from his face to the infected guy, then back up at Juma.

“You … you killed him,” she croaks.

“Yeah,” Juma hears himself say. His ears are ringing, his eyesight flutters. “I guess … I guess I did … I had no other choice, Zuri …”

She looks up at him again, and he realizes she’s not judging him. Instead, her eyes run over with tears. “Thank you, Juma.”

Then, sending him one last smile, she turns her eyes towards the ceiling and slumps back down into the tub.

Juma jumps forward, trying to catch her before she can bump her head, but he’s too late. Luckily, though, the curtain provides some padding, and Zuri’s head isn’t hurt.

Her hands, are, though. Along with her forearms. And three, nasty scratch marks running over her protruding collarbone.

“Oh, no … he got her.”

Realizing he was too late after all, Juma bursts into tears. He can’t help it. All he can do is get his aunt out of here. Away from the infected guy and the awful stench from him, which by now is turning the air in the bathroom suffocating.

He unwraps her from the shower curtain and lifts her up as gingerly as he can. He’s lifted her more than once, and even though Juma isn’t a strong guy, it’s not a difficult feat. Zuri was always thin, but now she’s pretty much skin and bones, and she can’t weigh much more than eighty pounds.

Bringing her in his arms like a sleeping child, Juma carries her across the slippery floor, stepping carefully across the hallway.

As he does, he notices he left the front door open. Turning towards it, he sees Gunhild standing out there on the landing, gawking in. She sees Zuri and covers her mouth with her fat hand. “Oh, my God. Is she OK?”

“No,” Juma says coldly. “Go down and lock the front door.” Before Gunhild can reply, he kicks the door shut.

He brings his aunt into the bedroom and places her down on the hospital bed. He then quickly goes back to the bathroom, darting only a quick glance at the guy to make sure he hasn’t moved. Taking off the boots, jacket, and his woolen sweater, he washes his arms and face as thoroughly as he can in hot water, scrubbing it with a soapy cloth. He also makes sure to get under the nails, and he even takes off his wristwatch to make sure none of the infected blood is left on his skin.

Once he’s satisfied, he takes a clean cloth, drenches it, and brings it to the bedroom.

Zuri’s breathing has become labored, and she’s moving her head restlessly back and forth. Juma cleans her wounds as best he can. Touching her forehead, he realizes she’s feverish. It could be from the shock, but he suspects it’s the infection.

It’s moving unnaturally fast.

Juma began his third semester just after Christmas, and it’s very fittingly virology. Marine virology, that is, but still awfully relevant. He’s by no means fully educated yet, but he already has a good understanding of how virions, pathogens, and bacteria work. On the news, they kept referring to this as the Torik virus. Yet the speed of the onslaught suggests otherwise. Unless Zuri had been battling the guy for hours before Juma showed up—which he knows she hasn’t, because it’s been less than ninety minutes since he left home—then the “virus” should not be causing a fever yet. It should barely have reached her vital organs. Viruses simply don’t move this fast. And fungi are even slower. Which means—

It’s bacterial. It’s gotta be.

He’s read of aggressive bacteria, such as Strep, Staph, Tetanus, and E. Coli. All potentially deadly if left untreated. Then there’s the really scary ones. Like Necrotizing fasciitis, known as the flesh-eating bacteria. It’s both extremely aggressive and extremely fast.

But not this fast. This is something new.

Looking at his aunt, Juma realizes she’s gotten worse in the few minutes since he placed her on the bed. She’s sweating profusely now, breathing even faster, and the skin around her wounds is starting to lose its color.

The thing to treat bacterial infections with is antibiotics. The thing is, Zuri is already on a broad-spectrum one, since the doctors suspected a mild heart infection, which is a very common side effect of her illness. Her current dose should be enough to at least slow down whatever she caught from the guy in the bathroom. And yet it’s clearly plowing right through it. The bacteria has not only flooded her system within minutes, it’s also clearly launched a full-attack on her central nervous system. In her already weakened state, Zuri will probably—

Juma is so lost in gloomy thought, it takes him a moment to realize his aunt has stopped breathing. It happened so abruptly, and so undramatically—she simply exhaled one last time, then failed to pull in a new breath—that he didn’t notice.

“Zuri?” He bends over her, patting her cheek. “Zuri?”

She doesn’t as much as flinch at his touch. She also doesn’t start breathing again.

“Oh, God, no … Zuri!”

He panics for a second, then recalls the instructions they were taught at school—CPR is mandatory curriculum for all higher educations—and he begins pumping her chest up and down, counting the thrusts.

Then, as he bends down over her face, he takes hold of her jaw, pinches her nose shut, and—

Juma is about to blow into Zuri’s open mouth, when something makes him stop.

She’s already gone. If I put my lips to hers, I’ll no doubt catch the bacteria … if I haven’t already.

But there’s something else.

Something much more important.

Staring at his dead aunt, Juma feels a grief so deep that it seems unreal. Yet he can’t allow himself to wallow in it. Not yet.

Instead, he strides to the desk in the corner, where Zuri spent so many hours, back when she was still well enough to sit upright for longer periods of time, making all kinds of creative artwork such as origami and aquarel paintings. He grabs the roll of masking tape and goes back to the bed.

Looking down at the corpse of his aunt one last time, Juma whispers, “I’m really sorry, Zuri. Please forgive me.”

Then he begins strapping her down.
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She’s listening intently. Ignoring the sounds from the zombies, she presses her ear to the door and tries her best to make out the voices outside. Now and then, Aksel asks a question, but mostly, it’s the soldier talking. Belinda is able to piece most of it together.

Basically, he wants to bring all the infected people along to some place where there’s a guy whom he’s going to kill. And he wants Aksel and the woman to act as bait, making the zombies follow them.

It’s insane. Something only a crazy person would think of. But by now, Belinda knows that the guy out there is seriously sick in the head, so she’s only surprised for a few seconds, then she forces her mind to think strategically.

I need to get out of here. And I need to do it without him seeing me.

But as far as she can tell, Aksel and the woman are standing very close to the door. The soldier sounds like he’s standing a little off to the side. Aksel didn’t actually lock the door when the soldier asked him to close it, so Belinda could open it from the inside and make a run for it. Except the soldier would no doubt gun her down the second he saw her.

She needs to be more careful. If she could somehow create a diversion. Even a brief distraction is all she needs, and she could—

“Now, there’s one last practical thing we need to do before we can get going,” the soldier says.

Suddenly, his voice is much closer, as he’s clearly approaching the door.

Belinda backs up quickly. She needs to go back to the front-end where she can hide out of sight. She tries to step as quietly as she can, but the floor of the truck is metal, and if it hadn’t been for the noise made by the zombies, the soldier would have heard her footsteps.

“We have to get all of these infected guys and gals out of the truck,” the soldier goes on, now very close to the door. “And I’m afraid that means one of us has to go in and unstrap them …”

As he talks, he opens the door, and daylight comes rushing in. Belinda freezes. She’s standing completely exposed in the middle of the truck, her cuffed hands at her chest. She’s about to turn and run, when Aksel’s voice suddenly reaches her.

“Listen, man, before we do that, could you let me take a piss? I’ve been keeping it in for hours now.”

Belinda holds her breath and looks. The door is halfway open, revealing the silhouette of the soldier. He’s looking back over his shoulder. A little farther away is Aksel, his expression tense. It looks like he really does need to pee, but of course, Belinda knows he’s really worried because the soldier is two seconds away from spotting her. If he does, she assumes there’s a good chance he’ll shoot her. Either that, or if she’s lucky, he’ll have her join his insane plan as a third piece of bait. Which no doubt means she’ll die anyway, along with Aksel and the woman. Despite what the soldier said about them being released from duty as soon as they reach the destination on the other side of the lake, Belinda holds no illusions that any of them will walk away alive—even if they get there without incident, and seeing as they’ll be stalked by two dozen zombies, she doesn’t think their chances are too good.

“You can piss while we walk,” the soldier says, about to turn back around.

“Come on, man,” Aksel says loudly, throwing out his arms. “Be reasonable. I can’t stop to piss with a group of zombies on my heels.”

The soldier seems to consider. Then he lets go of the door and waves at Aksel in an all-right-get-it-over-with gesture. Aksel scurries off, disappearing from sight, and the soldier follows him.

Belinda knows this is her shot. Aksel just gave her one last chance.

She approaches the door, feeling her pulse hammer away in her already throbbing throat. Fear makes her want to pull back, to stay in the darkness of the truck, to hide from the maniac with the gun. But the smarter part of her brain knows in order to save her life, she needs to move towards the danger, not away from it. And so she pushes through, overrides her body’s instincts, and moves forward.

She squints as she looks out into the bright daylight.

They’re parked by a small lookout point. On one side is the breathtaking view over a valley, on the other is a forest.

The woman is standing in the middle of the road. Aksel is off to the side, standing with his back turned, seemingly peeing.

The soldier is between them, looking back and forth. His gun is hanging by his side, but he’s obviously ready to whip it up at any second and shoot if Aksel or the woman decides to make a run for it.

Belinda can’t jump out. If she does, the soldier will see her.

Look away. Just for three seconds. That’s all I need.

Aksel glances back over his shoulder, apparently sensing that Belinda can’t get out without being spotted, because he says suddenly, “Is that a car coming?”

The soldier spins around and looks down the road.

Belinda crouches down and jumps. Again, the sound of her boots touching down on the ground is covered by the moans and groans from inside the truck. For a few seconds, she’s completely exposed. If the soldier turns around, he’ll see her. She runs around the truck, and it feels like one of those nightmares where you’re trying to get away from something dangerous, but no matter how hard you run, you just can’t pick up speed. Her boots slip in the snow and she almost takes a dive. Then she’s out of sight, and she picks up speed and runs down the side of the truck.

As she passes the front door, she briefly considers going in to check for a weapon. The soldiers that the psycho killed were armed, and he probably didn’t discard of the guns. If she found one, she could go back and shoot him.

Only Belinda has never held a gun before, much less fired one, and there’s a very good chance that she’ll mess it up and get herself shot in return.

So, instead, she opts for fleeing, sprinting into the woods as fast as she can.
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Ella feels almost like a ghost as she slips through Mo unnoticed. She hears screams and gunshots and sirens, but somehow it’s none of her concern.

Riding through the city is a surreal experience—as surreal as any other experience she’s had lately. Whenever she sees police cars and military vehicles, she makes a turn and takes another road. Paradoxically, she needs to avoid the people sent here to save the city more than the infected roaming the streets, because the latter are completely indifferent to her.

She passes at least two dozen infected people, a lot of them within reaching distance, and none of them so much as turn or give her a second glance.

She encounters a lot of gruesome scenes, too. Most people seem to have caught on and are staying indoors, as evident by the infected people scratching at almost every front door and window. There are hundreds, if not thousands, of zombies, not counting the ones that are lying dead in the streets. And there are quite a few of them, too. They appear to have been either shot, smashed by cars, or even bludgeoned to death. The common denominator is always that their skulls are somehow broken or penetrated.

It works just like in the movies, Ella thinks. The Walking Dead should have prepared us for this.

There’s a difference, though, in that if Ella recalls correctly, the explanation for the zombies in The Walking Dead is something in the air or maybe the water. Something that everyone is already infected with, and once they die, no matter how they go, they wake back up. At least as long as the brain is intact, that is.

But Ella is pretty sure that’s not what’s going on here. It seems to be contagious. And if you die from natural causes, you won’t wake back up. At least that’s the conclusion Ella is drawing from the corpses littering the streets. Not all of them are zombies. And not all seem to have head injuries.

For instance, she sees a guy who’s been pinned to a house by a car that someone crashed. While clearly dead, he’s not showing any signs of infection.

There’s also a woman lying in the middle of the street. She seems to have suffered a gunshot to the neck, because the blood that’s spilled from her has formed a pool on the asphalt and is now frozen solid. The woman’s eyes, staring at the sky, are glassy but normal. Her skin is pale, almost white; no traces of green.

Finding the residential blocks isn’t that difficult. She can make out the tall buildings from afar.

As she reaches the parking lot, she jumps off the bike and leaves it. Walking up to the entrance marked “122,” she’s surprised to find the door open wide.

She steps into the stairwell and immediately picks up on the by now familiar smell of rot and sickness. She’s also accustomed to the sounds coming down from above. Moans, groans, and scraping of nails.

Juma lives on the third floor, so Ella begins the ascent. On the second-floor landing, she meets an infected guy clawing away at the door to an apartment. He was apparently a carpenter, because he’s wearing work pants and a tool belt still containing stuff like pencils, a tape ruler, and even a small hammer. His sweatshirt says in bold letters on the back: Morten’s Carpentry—we nail it!

Morten—if this is indeed the man himself and not one of Morten’s employees—seems to have died from a pretty modest scratch on the back of his hand. At least that’s the only wound Ella can see on him.

Barely paying Ella any notice, the carpenter only ceases his clawing for half a second, as though sensing someone behind him. He doesn’t bother to look back, though, and Ella simply moves on to the next floor.

This door is closed, and there’s no one outside.

Ella knocks on it. The sound reverberates inside the stairwell.

No one comes to answer. She tries the button and hears a bell chime inside the apartment.

After a few more moments, a voice suddenly calls from inside: “Go home, Gunhild!”

Ella isn’t entirely sure the person is addressing her or maybe talking to someone on the phone. She places her mouth close to the door, clears her throat, and says: “Hello. Is Juma in there?”

No answer. Not at first.

She listens, but can’t really hear anything over the noise from the zombie downstairs.

Then, suddenly, the voice comes again, right from the other side of the door: “Who are you? What do you want?”

The guy—who could be Juma, judging by the slight accent, which is very similar to how Hagos spoke—sounds disenchanted, tired, and on edge.

“My name is Ella,” she says, taking a step back and placing herself right in front of the door, assuming the guy is checking her out through the peephole. “I’m a friend of Hagos.”

A brief pause. “Okay, so … what do you want?”

“It’s, uhm … kinda awkward, but … could you open the door, please? I’ll explain everything.”

“Where’s Hagos?”

Ella takes a deep breath. “I’m afraid he … got infected and … died. It happened just an hour ago.”

The guy doesn’t say anything, so Ella goes on.

“I have his phone.” She holds it up. “He gave it to me. I’ve tried to call you. It was Hagos who told me to come here. He said that … you would want to see me.”

“Why? Listen, I’m sorry, but I’m kind of busy …”

The guy sounds like he’s about to leave, so Ella blurts it out, even though she didn’t really want to: “Because I’m immune to the virus.”

For some reason, it feels like a secret she shouldn’t go around shouting to anyone. But Juma isn’t anyone. He’s Hagos’s friend, and Hagos trusted him. And Ella trusted Hagos.

At first, it doesn’t seem like Juma is going to answer. Maybe he didn’t even hear her. He could have left the front door already and gone back to whatever he’s doing in there.

Then the lock suddenly snaps, and the door opens a crack. A tall, skinny Black guy looks out at her. His eyes are very alert and intelligent, but also weary, and he’s clearly been crying very recently. “Immune, how?”
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“I don’t see anything,” the soldier says.

Aksel pretends to listen for a moment longer. “No, sorry,” he mutters. “Thought I heard an engine. Guess it was just the wind.”

“Finish up now,” the soldier grunts. “We’re leaving.”

“Just gimme a second.”

Aksel closes his eyes. He actually does need to take a leak, but the situation is so tense, his bladder isn’t really cooperating. Relaxing as much as he can, he manages to squeeze out a few drops.

Zipping his pants, he turns back around. The soldier is still standing there, guarding him. Farther away is Bigga, next to the truck.

The door is still halfway open. He has no way of knowing whether Belinda made a run for it or not. He hopes so.

“Come on, now,” the soldier says, waving at Aksel. “You’re going in there.”

“Me?”

“Yeah, you. Don’t worry, you’ll get proper protection.”

They walk back to the truck. The soldier lets Aksel go first so he can keep an eye on him. As he comes closer, Bigga suddenly moves sideways. She does so in a weird, casual, but awkward way.

“What are you doing?” the soldier snaps. “Get away from the truck.”

The woman sends him a mean look, then complies.

Aksel is confused. His heart is hammering away. Is Belinda still in there? Is that why the woman moved closer to the door?

Then he looks down and sees the shoeprints. There are several different ones, because Aksel, Bigga, and the soldier have walked behind the truck. But there’s also one clear print from a boot that’s too small to belong to any of them. It’s Belinda’s. And Aksel is sure there were more of her prints just a second ago, before Bigga stepped over them as discreetly as she could.

Good job, Aksel thinks, meeting the woman’s eyes. So Belinda did make it out. Thank God.

He glances down at the boot print again. It faces away from them, toward the far side of the truck, which means Belinda disappeared behind it and is now—hopefully—headed down the road.

“Go to the front of truck,” the soldier demands. “You, Bigga, you come along. But keep your distance, and stay where I can see you at all times.”

Aksel goes around the corner of the truck, and he sees exactly what he hoped for. Belinda’s prints, going down the side of the truck, then continuing down the road. The prints are already halfway disguised because they’re mixed with the soldier’s, but Aksel still makes sure to walk over them, covering them even more.

He stops by the passenger side door and looks back at the soldier.

“Open it,” he says, gesturing with the gun. “Take out the suit that’s on the floor. Put it on. Mask, gloves, everything. You’ll need it.”

Aksel steps up and opens the door. He sees the suit on the floor. And he sees—to his surprise—the keys in the ignition. The soldier didn’t bother to bring them.

I could jump in, Aksel thinks, pausing briefly. Shut the door. Turn on the engine and drive off.

But if he does, the soldier will no doubt open fire. And even if Aksel managed to get the truck going before he got shot, he would still leave Bigga in the lurch. Even though he’s only known the woman for a few hours and she’s not exactly the talkative type, Aksel doesn’t want to abandon her if he can help it.

“No funny ideas now,” the soldier says behind him. “I’m aiming at your spine, Jakob. And I won’t hesitate to blow you open if you try anything.”

“No,” Aksel mutters, glancing back. “No, I’m just … there’s blood on it.” He pulls out the suit to show it to the soldier.

“Yeah, sorry about that,” the soldier sniffs. “Don’t see any washing machines around, so I guess you’ll have to hold your nose and put it on anyway.”

Aksel puts on the suit. He saw the soldiers wearing it when they secured Belinda in the truck. It’s not one of those regular plastic ones you buy in a retail store when you’re painting your ceilings. It’s a lot more heavy-duty. It’ll probably withstand nails and even teeth, at least to begin with. But if he gets overpowered by several zombies and can’t get away, they’ll eventually rip their way through to his skin and flesh.

He puts on the mask and straps it in place. The sounds become slightly distorted, and he can hear his own breath. Turning, he looks at the soldier, who smiles back at him.

“Perfect fit. Now, I’m going to give you my knife …” He takes it out of the belt sheath to show an impressive combat knife. “It’s very sharp, and it’ll cut through those leather straps in there without trouble. I suggest you start at the front-end and work your way towards the door, so you don’t box yourself in. And no lingering. It’s gotta be quick. Snip, next, snip, next. You hear me?”

Aksel swallows. “This is insane. I won’t be able to cut them all free before they’ll get to me.”

“Well, that’s going to be your headache, not mine,” the soldier says coldly. “Because as much as I’d like you to stay alive, I’m sure Bigga here will suffice. So if you fuck up and get yourself infected, I guess you’ll still come along … only you’ll be one of them.” He knocks the side of the truck with the butt end of the knife. “But let’s try to avoid that, shall we? Come on, now. Bigga, go to the guardrail over there. Stay where I can see you. Get ready to move, because as soon as the dead folks are free, we won’t be sticking around to play cards with them.”

The woman crosses the road, and Aksel goes to the back of the truck. The soldier takes up position a few yards back. He bends down, puts the knife on the ground, then kicks it over to Aksel.

“Pick it up.”

Aksel picks it up. It’s surprisingly lightweight. The blade looks razor sharp and very well kept. Barely a scratch in the metal. He can see his own, scared eyes through the visor reflected in the blade.

“Whenever you’re ready, Jakob,” the soldier says in an encouraging tone. “Start with the muzzles. We need them able to bite, or they’ll be no use.” He looks like something hits him. “Oh, and one more thing. If you lose your nerve and you come back out before every last one of them is free, I’ll shoot you.” He sends Aksel that broad, fake smile. “Just so you know.”
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Stepping into the apartment, Ella can immediately smell the infection. She also picks up on muffled sounds coming from the closed door on the left.

“Is there someone …?”

“Uh-huh,” Juma mutters. “My aunt. Don’t worry, she’s secured.”

“I’m not worried,” Ella says. “At least not for myself. Not anymore.”

Juma’s eyes search her face. His irises are strikingly hazel and a lot brighter than Hagos’s. It makes him look friendly and intelligent. Going by his skinny physique, soft hands, and his careful movements, it’s immediately apparent to Ella that Juma is not at all like his late friend. Hagos was a worker, a fighter. Ella doubts that Juma—as agreeable a person as he probably is—would be worth much in a fistfight.

“Is that what you mean by ‘immune’?” he asks. “Are the infected people not drawn to you?”

“No, they’re not,” Ella says. “And I caught the infection, but I kicked it.” She rolls up her sleeve to show him the scratches.

He draws back a little at the sight of her wound. But then he looks closer at it, squinting. His eyes go back to her face. “Are you sure that’s from one of the infected people?”

“Sure as rain. I initially came down with a fever, and I fell into a deep sleep, but then ...” She shrugs. “I woke back up, feeling fine.”

“That’s … great news,” Juma says, sounding like he can hardly believe it. “You must have produced antibodies that were able to fight off the bacteria. And if the infected people really aren’t interested in you, you must also be producing certain pheromones or some other transmitter substance which they pick up on and—” A bump from the room makes Juma turn around. “Sorry, I just need to check on her …”

He goes into the room, leaving the door open, which Ella takes to mean that she’s allowed to follow. So she does, although she feels kind of like she’s intruding on a very personal scene. For one thing, it’s a bedroom, which is about as personal as it gets. Juma seems to have been sharing the room with his aunt, because there are two beds. In one of them—which is a hospital bed—is his aunt. She’s strapped down with several rounds of masking tape around her wrists and ankles, effectively tying her to the bed. Around her forehead is a belt wrapped in a cloth, pinning her head to the mattress.

“I know it looks awful,” Juma mutters, glancing at Ella over his shoulder. “But I had to do it. Or she would have attacked me.”

“Of course,” Ella says quietly. “I get it.”

And there’s really no question that Juma is right. His aunt would clearly pounce on him if she got half a chance. Her eyes—black as night—are rolled to the side, fixed on Juma. She keeps snapping her teeth and tries very hard to turn her head in his direction. Her fingers are curled up, reaching for him.

Juma takes the roll of tape, which is almost empty, and administers a few more rounds to her wrists. He seems impressively unafraid of his aunt’s attempts to get at him, which tells Ella that he’s probably been here with her for a while. Or maybe he simply hasn’t caught on to the fact yet that she’s no longer his aunt but a dangerous, mindless predator.

“So how did she … uhm, go?”

Juma puts the now empty roll of tape on the table. “A guy came in here. I returned home in time to fight him off, but … I was too late.”

“Oh. I’m sorry. I’m sure you did what you could.”

The air in the bedroom is stuffy, despite the window being open. The sounds from the city are a constant background noise, telling them the disaster is still spiraling.

“Listen, do you happen to have a charger that fits this?” Ella asks, showing him her phone. “I hate to ask, but I really need to reach my mom.”

“Sure,” Juma says, pointing towards the window. “My aunt had a phone like that. You can use her charger.”

Ella sees a cord lying on the windowsill. She connects her phone, and it immediately begins charging. She’ll give it a couple of minutes, then turn it on and try calling her mom again.

Juma sighs and looks at his aunt. There’s regret and sorrow and compassion in his eyes, and Ella feels bad for him. Not only did he lose his aunt—he doesn’t seem to have accepted it yet. She looks at the table and sees what looks like a small lab. All kinds of medical equipment, syringes with blood samples, and even a microscope. He clearly tried to use whatever medical knowledge he has from his study to try and cure his aunt.

I guess I should tell him. Make him understand this isn’t a sickness, but that she’s really—

“I believed them, you know,” Juma says, still looking at his aunt, although he’s addressing Ella. “The doctors on television. Not one of them told the truth. I mean, they must have known. They’ve had plenty of time and thousands of people to run tests on. And yet they kept talking of this”—he gestures at his aunt and shrugs—”whatever the hell it is … they kept calling it a disease. Something you could contract and get infected by.” He shakes his head slowly. “But that’s not it. That’s not what it is at all.”

Ella feels a glimmer of hope at this. Clearly, Juma isn’t as ignorant of the situation as she first took him to be. The concern in his eyes isn’t for his aunt.

“Did you … run tests on her?” Ella asks, prompting him to go on.

Juma seems to have fallen into a light stupor. He takes a deep breath, glances at the table, then over at Ella. “I did. Every test I could think of.”

“So, what is it?”

He shrugs. “I have no idea.”

“But what did the tests show?”

He runs his tongue across his teeth. “Well, I did a bacterial culture first. Normally, they take days to develop, but as you can see …” He points at something at the table.

Ella steps closer to have a look.

“Don’t touch it,” Juma tells her.

Ella certainly wasn’t going to. The flat, clear plastic cup—a petri dish, Ella recalls her sixth-grade science teacher calling them—isn’t clear at all. It’s covered with a what looks like black tar.

“That was her blood,” Juma says. “It was very much alive when I drew it. Riddled with something I’ve never seen before. Then, within three minutes, it died. It obviously couldn’t make it outside of the organism, which isn’t how bacteria act at all. That’s more likely of a virus, but the onslaught and the symptoms all indicate a bacterium.” He shakes his head again. “But it’s neither. No virus, no bacterium, no fungus I’ve ever heard of acts like this. So then I decided to test her spinal fluid … I did a lumbar puncture, which isn’t as easy as they make it look on TV, let me tell you. But I got it, because I was determined to find out what was wrong and see if I could do anything to help her …” Another brief pause. “Whatever this is, it’s obviously affecting the CNS. I mean, it’s basically taken control of her entire body, so I knew it must be detectable in the spinal fluid. Well, turns out, it’s not. There were no indications at all. The protein levels, the white blood cell count … they were completely abnormal. And the fluid was strongly discolored, to the point where I thought I’d messed it up. But then I found out the potassium level was through the roof. You see, after the brain dies, it releases a lot of its potassium, and it flushes into the spinal fluid, and—”

“I’m sorry,” Ella says. “You’re getting too technical.”

Juma glances at her. “My point is just that, combined with the yellowish color, there was really only one explanation for the potassium … even though it made absolutely no sense …” He shrugs twice. “I took her pulse to confirm it. I even hooked up the EKG that the nurse uses when she comes by once a week.” He looks Ella in the eye. “Her heart isn’t beating. It’s not slowed down, it’s not beating irregular. It is not beating at all.”

Ella knew the conclusion all along. Still, she can’t help but shiver. “They’re dead,” she whispers.

“Clinically, yes,” Juma says grimly. “Very much so. No blood circulation. No breathing. No brain activity. But clearly …” He looks back at his aunt, who’s snapping, writhing, and groaning. “Clearly, the word ‘dead’ needs to be redefined.”
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As he steps up onto the truck bed, he looks at all the black eyes staring back at him.

The zombies are strapped in place by their feet, chests, and forehead, just like Belinda was. None of them are handcuffed, which tells him they were likely already turned when the soldiers picked them up. The groping arms are restrained by the chest straps, however, so they can’t really reach him.

Aksel starts with the old guy in the hunting coat that was sitting in front of them. He actually does seem to be wearing handcuffs; at least his hands are hidden behind his back. Aksel leans in carefully and takes a look at the muzzle. Just like Belinda’s, the clasp is on the back, which means Aksel needs to pry his hand in behind the guy’s head.

He slowly reaches out his hand, and as soon as he does, the guy turns his head and tries to bite it. Even though the muzzle is in his way, Aksel instinctively pulls his hand back.

“Damnit,” he hisses. “You’re not making this easy …”

He tucks the knife into the back of his belt, then places his left hand on the crown of the guy’s head. As soon as the old man feels Aksel’s palm, he begins writhing harder, trying to crane his head back. Aksel presses down and holds the guy in place, then slips in his other hand. It actually works. The guy jerks and thrashes, but Aksel is able to keep him from turning his face, and after a few seconds of fumbling, he finds the clasp and pulls it.

Pulling back both his hands, the muzzle drops into the guy’s lap, revealing the lower part of his head, which is wet from foamy saliva.

Aksel looks at him for a second, trying to get his pulse under control.

“Okay, we did it,” he whispers. “That’s one down. Twenty or so to go …”

He moves on to the next, a skinny woman with hair as black as her eyes. She’s a little easier. And the third one is even easier still. As he moves from one zombie to the next, Aksel finds that his fear decreases slightly every time, and he’s getting better at finding the clasps and opening them. Within a couple of minutes, all muzzles are on the floor. The groans and snapping of teeth grow louder.

Aksel glances towards the door. The soldier is standing there, peering in at him, his expression pleased. “So far, so good. Now, the straps.”

Aksel takes a deep breath. He goes back to the guy in the hunting coat and looks at him for a moment.

He can either cut all three straps, then move on to the next. But that would be suicide. Because the first guy would be free to stand up and come at him, and there’s obviously no chance in hell Aksel will be able to free the rest of them before that happens.

So, he needs to cut two of the straps, leaving one in place. But which straps to cut? The answer is actually simple. The thigh strap keeps them seated. The chest strap holds their back against the wall but also makes them unable to extend their arms fully. The top strap, the one holding their heads, is the most important one, because it not only keeps them from getting up, but also leaning forward. If he cuts the other two, the zombies will be able to lift their asses from the seats, and they’ll gain a little more reach with their arms, but they’ll still have their heads pinned to the wall and thus unable to attack or even bite him.

Okay, we’re starting from the bottom, Aksel decides, taking out the knife. Even through the glove, it feels reassuring. He knows it’s a somewhat false sense of protection. Because the knife wouldn’t do him much good if all the zombies were to jump him at once. But if one of them manages to pry free before he’s ready, he might just be able to put it down with a few well-aimed stabs to the skull. The knife certainly seems sharp enough to penetrate a temple or even slide in below the cheekbone.

Still, Aksel hopes it doesn’t need to come to that. He very much intends to do his best to get out of the truck without getting into any fights.

And it should be doable. If he’s fast enough. And if the head straps all hold.

“Come on, you can do it,” the soldier urges on in an almost fatherly tone of encouragement. “We don’t have all day.”

Aksel sends him a look, then bends over and cuts the old hunter’s leg strap. The blade slips right through the leather, hardly meeting any resistance. The guy immediately lifts his butt off the seat, but he can’t get much higher than a few inches, because the chest strap is keeping him down.

Here goes nothing …

Aksel shoves the guy’s arm out of the way, then quickly cuts the chest strap and steps back. He then watches as the guy utilizes his newly gained range of freedom to try very hard to get up from the seat. He actually manages to stand up, but in a weird limbo stance, since his head is still in place. With his arms still on his back, he snarls at Aksel, but makes no attempt to slip the cuffs under his feet like Belinda did. He obviously hasn’t got enough brain function left to think that far.

After twenty seconds or so, Aksel is pretty convinced the guy—despite his best efforts—isn’t getting free.

“Bravo!” the soldier calls from the door. “Now, the rest of them.”

Aksel goes on to the black-haired woman. He cuts free her lower body, then her torso.

Unlike the old hunter, the woman’s hands aren’t secured behind her back, and as soon as the chest strap goes, her arms fly forward and grab for Aksel. He’s ready for it, though, and pulls back. Looking at her for a moment, she looks much like the old guy, only she’s a little more flexible and able to bend her spine in what must have been a very painful angle, had she still been able to feel pain. Her hands never once go to the head strap, even though she could very easily open it.

When he feels confident the woman won’t get free, Aksel moves on to the next. It’s more difficult, because now the woman is reaching in from the side, and Aksel needs to go in from the other side so as to not get grabbed. But it’s doable.

He cuts the third guy free, then the fourth. With each one, he gives it a few seconds, checking to see if they can twist free of the head strap.

When he reaches the door, he glances briefly at the soldier, before going back to the front-end and proceeding with cutting free the opposite row.

As he once again reaches the door, he looks back to behold the insane sight of two dozen zombies in awkward, backwards-leaning stances, writhing and twisting, flailing their arms and kicking their feet, but all unable to get free.

“Okay, final step now,” the soldier says, stomping his feet. “Good thing, because I’m starting to freeze my ass off out here.”

“Sorry to hear this is uncomfortable to you,” Aksel grunts, unable to stop himself.

The soldier just grins up at him. “I like your dry humor, Jakob. You remind me of my brother. He was also—” A flash of regret on the guy’s face, before he quickly regains composure. “Anyway, I’m moving down road now. Wouldn’t want to be too close when you start releasing the dead fuckers.” He looks past Aksel and into the truck. “Make sure you get all of them now. As soon as the last one is free, you just follow Bigga. I instructed her; she’ll lead the way.” He wipes his nose on his sleeve. “And I hope it goes without saying, but I’ll be right behind you all the way. I’m staying far enough back that I won’t draw the infected to me, but I’ll still be well within shooting range, and I’m an excellent marksman. If you or Bigga decide to make a break for it, I’ll shoot you. Should I miss—which I won’t—I’ll make it my life’s purpose to hunt you down and make you suffer. I’m very familiar with the area out here, so I’ll find you and kill you slowly before the cold can. Trust me.” He sends Aksel his beaming psycho smile.

Aksel doesn’t smile back. “Whoever you’re trying to kill out there, I hope they survive and kill you instead.”

The guy’s smile falters a little, but his eyes are still gleaming as he says, “I get why you’re pissed off. You had nothing to do with this. And you just lost your girl. So I’ll let that one slide. But keep running your mouth, and I’ll cut it off.” He seems to remember something, and he looks down at the knife in Aksel’s hand. “By the way, leave the blade when you’re done. I’ll come back for it before I follow you guys. Any more questions, Jakob?”

“Nope, not really.”

“Attaboy.” He looks Aksel up and down. “It’s a shame this will probably be the last time we talk. I have a feeling we could become friends. Maybe share a beer and talk about how the world used to be slightly less fucked up. I could even teach you a thing or two about life.”

“Not really looking for new friends,” Aksel says evenly.

The soldier eyes him for a moment. Then he touches his temple with his index finger in a mock salute. “Take care, Jakob.” He’s about to turn, when he adds, “Oh, and find a new broad. There are plenty of them out there. And they’re more desperate for protection than ever, so I’m sure you’ll have your pick.” He winks and walks off down the road, whistling that same tune.

Hearing it more clearly, Aksel recognizes it.

It’s Eleanor Rigby.

Aksel really hates the Beatles.
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“Anything in there worth sharing?”

Ragnar’s voice brings Kristoffer back to the present moment. He looks up from the pages to see the old guy standing in front of him, a roll of rope over his shoulder, a plastic bag in the other hand.

“Huh?”

Ragnar gestures towards the notebook in Kristoffer’s lap. “You’ve been studying that thing like it’s the damn Bible. And you discreetly close it every time one of us comes near.”

Kristoffer realizes Ragnar is right; he’s closed the notebook without even noticing, and is now holding it between his hands, as though he’s afraid it’ll open itself and reveal the words to Ragnar. He doesn’t know what to say. His mind was absorbed in the text—which by now he can practically recite in his sleep. Kristoffer is sitting on a stool just inside the cave, resting after having worked all day.

“I just … it’s nothing, really …” he mutters.

Ragnar shrugs. “I figured it was your diary at first, but for one thing, I haven’t seen you write a single word in it, and also I assume you’re not narcissistic enough to read your own writing over and over again. So, what’s in there?”

“It’s … yeah, a diary, I guess. Someone’s memoirs.”

“Whose?”

Kristoffer pauses briefly. Then he decides to tell the truth. “Halgrim’s.”

“Halgrim? You mean old man Petersen?”

“Yes.”

Ragnar raises his bushy brow. “What the hell are you doing with his diary?”

Kristoffer rubs his forehead. “It’s a long story.”

Jan comes into the cave, panting. “All right, it’s done. I’m telling you, I’m never touching a fucking rock again in my life …” He pulls off the gloves and checks his palms. “Blisters,” he mutters. “I knew it.” Then, realizing Kristoffer and Ragnar were in the middle of something, he looks from one to the other. “So, what’s up? Another status meeting or what?”

Ragnar drops the roll of rope. “Kristoffer was about to tell us something.”

Kristoffer scoffs. “I’m not sure this is the time, Ragnar.”

“Why not? We’re ready. However that psycho decides to come at us, we’ll be prepared. There’s nothing more to do, other than wait. And the best place to do that is in here.”

“Thank God,” Jan says, dropping down on a chest. “Seriously, man. I never thought I’d hear you say that.” He unzips his jacket and pulls out a new packet of that awful cherry gum. He must be going through at least fifty pieces a day, and yet he seems to keep finding reserves. “I’m worn to the bone here. And I was shitting myself every time I popped out my head.” He nods towards the cave’s opening. “I’m telling you guys, Kjell is out there. He might even be watching us through his scope from somewhere. Biding his time.”

“Not unless he’s using a telescope,” Ragnar says calmly. “The cave isn’t visible from any nearby lookout spots. I wouldn’t choose a place a sniper could target that easily.”

“No,” Jan grunts, sending Kristoffer a look. “Of course you wouldn’t.”

Kristoffer is relieved too. Ever since they spoke with Kjell on the phone, Ragnar’s had them running errands, doing all kinds of work. The cave was already fairly well protected when they got here, but now it should be able to withstand pretty much anything Kjell throws at them.

They built a lookout post from lumber in the pine tree on top of the cave. There’s a pair of binoculars up there, along with one of Ragnar’s rifles. They reinforced the fence that’s meant to cover the cave opening. And they carried sack after sack of rocks down from a scree a little farther up the mountain. They used them to build a wall around the plateau, flanked by two of what Ragnar calls pillboxes. They’re basically little caves with openings from which to fire a gun.

They also made several tiny contraptions meant to make life difficult or painful for anyone approaching the cave. This was mostly Ragnar’s handiwork, and he only showed Jan and Kristoffer where they were so they could avoid setting them off. The area around the cave is now riddled with some Vietnam-type stuff like pitfalls with spikes, a rolling log that could be set off, and even canisters with nails in them that acted like grenades if anyone stepped on the trigger.

Meanwhile, Ragnar had them carry water from the stream and pour it all over the plateau, making it dangerously slippery as soon as it froze over. Ragnar found ice cleats and instructed them on how to fasten them to the bottom of their boots. Kristoffer was surprised at how well they worked, allowing them to walk on the icy surface of the plateau with little trouble. If anyone in regular footwear tries to run across it, however, they’ll fall hard on their ass. Because of how dark the granite is, the ice is almost invisible.

Ragnar didn’t say it outright, and neither did Jan, but Kristoffer could tell none of them really expected Kjell to be reckless enough to fall for any of these tricks. But at the very least they would slow him down, and that seemed to be the point. Buy them time.

They were three against one—unless Kjell had gone to get backup, which didn’t seem likely at all, given what Jan had told them about the guy. He is a loner, and his only trusted ally had been his brother, who they’d sent downstream yesterday along with Hans. The bloodstains had been mostly washed away from the plateau when they splashed the water on it.

What Kristoffer finds so ominous about the situation is that it seems like Ragnar doesn’t expect them all to survive. Again it isn’t something he’s mentioned directly, but from the way he speaks and acts, Kristoffer can tell. He even seems to view it as an advantage. Like a group of wildebeest crossing a river with a crocodile lurking below the surface, Kjell will probably try to take them by surprise, but only have time to kill one or two of them before the others catch on and fire back.

The problem with safety in numbers is that it means bad luck for the few wildebeest that gets snatched and won’t make it to the other bank. And Ragnar very likely won’t be the unlucky one, because he’s being extremely cautious. Every time he ventures outside the cave, he’s armed, he moves swiftly, and he never stays still in one place more than a few seconds. He may give off a casual vibe—probably so as to not freak out Jan and Kristoffer, which would make them less useful to him—but Kristoffer can tell he’s more alert than ever. His grey eyes are constantly scanning the surroundings, his ears move like satellite dishes, and he even takes deep breaths through his nose, as though hoping to pick up on a trace of Kjell’s aftershave on the breeze.

Ragnar is clearly trained for this. He’s making sure he’ll come out the other end alive, however this crazy standoff will go down. And if Jan, Kristoffer, or both of them have their brains blown out before it’s over, then Ragnar probably won’t lose any sleep over it.

As though wanting to escape the tense situation, Kristoffer’s mind starts going back to the events at Helda and Halgrim’s place. There were certain things that didn’t add up, and he welcomed the puzzles. Something to sink his mental teeth into that didn’t remind him constantly that his life was in danger, and that it could end at any moment by Kjell jumping out, camouflaged all Rambo-style, to slice open his throat.

“I think I figured it out,” Kristoffer hears himself mutter. “How this whole thing began.”

Jan looks at him, grins, then asks, “You figured that out from reading in a notebook? Where’d you find it? A secret military lab?”

“No, I found it at an old couple’s house,” Kristoffer says plainly.

Both of them look at him like he’s talking nonsense.

“I guess it’s story time,” Ragnar says, going to the fireplace. “Let me fry up some moose. I’m starving.” He opens the plastic bag he was carrying, and begins cutting the pink meat into rough pieces.

“More moose?” Jan groans, sending Kristoffer a look. “What about all that jerky I saw you keep in the back? Mind if I grab some of that instead?”

“I would mind, yes,” Ragnar says calmly, wiping his hands in a cloth. “That jerky will stay good for a year or so. The moose has two more weeks if we’re lucky. We need the protein. It’s excellent calories.” When Jan scoffs, Ragnar glances briefly at him. “You’re also free to go hungry. See how long you can live off of that nasty gum you’re munchin’.”

“Hey, it’s better than cigarettes,” Jan murmurs, then in a lower voice: “God, what I would do for half a Camel right now.” He begins picking away at the blisters in his hands.

Kristoffer rereads the first few pages of the notebook again, while Ragnar gets a fire going and places the iron plate over the flames. Soon, the meat is frying away, and the cave is filled with that sweet, greasy smell. Kristoffer tasted moose a few times when he was a kid. He seems to recall it tasted better back then; probably because of how it was seasoned and served with gravy and potatoes. The only thing Ragnar adds to the meat is plenty of salt. The moose is all he has made for them ever since he shot the calf. Clearly a seasoned hunter, it only took him two hours before he returned with the first bag of meat. In order to keep the rest of the animal fresh for as long as possible, he’s wrapped it in plastic and placed it in the stream, tying it down firmly. He made sure to place odor deterrents around it, hoping to keep predators from stealing the carcass.

Obviously, a moose is a big animal, but judging by how much meat Ragnar brings back every time, they must at least have made an impact. Kristoffer eats more than he feels like, because he assumes Ragnar is right in that they’ll need the energy if they’re to make it through the winter out here. The mere thought of being hunkered down in this cave with Ragnar and Jan for months on end is enough to make Kristoffer stir crazy. He’d almost prefer being back in the pantry.

“Well?” Ragnar asks over his shoulder. “Start talking, Kris.”

Kristoffer thinks for a moment. Then he begins telling the story.
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Okay, you can do it. Just gotta be quick.

He’s standing in front of the old hunter. Watching the guy writhe and twist and reach for him, there’s little doubt about what will happen the moment Aksel cuts the last strap. As soon as the guy is free, he’ll be coming for Aksel, teeth and nails. He feels like a zoo keeper standing by the cage of a hungry crocodile, about to open the gate.

Glancing down towards the open door, it seems very far away. There are a lot of groping arms he needs to get past before he can jump out onto the road. The soldier made it perfectly clear that he’s not to leave any of the zombies behind; they must all be freed.

He holds up the knife and looks at the blade. It’s still sharp as ever. It’ll cut the straps with no trouble. But how long will he have before the already free zombies will fall on him? How many seconds can he allow himself between the cuts? He obviously needs to go from one side to the other in a zigzag pattern. Turning around each time means losing precious moments. But it’s the only way of doing it. If he freed one side first, he wouldn’t be able to go back inside and cut free the other side.

Okay, he thinks, propping himself up, much like he’ll do when readying himself to do a jump. This is doable. You’re fast. You’ve got the skills needed. Just focus on each strap. Don’t look back.

Now that the zombies have their arms free, he can’t just reach out the knife and cut the strap; they’ll grab his hand, and he risks dropping the knife. Which means he needs to take advantage of the protective suit and shove their flailing arms aside first. Immediately after the strap is cut, he’ll give the zombie one hard push on the shoulder, which should be enough to topple them to the floor and win him four or five seconds before they can get back up.

No more stalling, he tells himself, heaving in several deep breaths. You’ll just end up freezing. So, here we go …

He steps forward, going in with his left arm forward. As expected, the hunter grabs for him right away, and Aksel flings his arms away, then immediately plunges the knife forward, and, staring fixedly at the strap, he slips the blade under it, then cuts it with one, quick upwards movement. He tries to push the guy the moment the strap snaps, but he doesn’t have to; the guy is already standing like a bridge, and as the head fixture goes away, he drops to the seat and rolls clumsily sideways.

Even before he hits the floor, Aksel is turning around and going for the next. He repeats the procedure, focusing intently on every moment. This guy doesn’t fall down, but he can’t immediately lunge for Aksel either, because of the awkward way he’s balancing. Aksel reaches in and shoves him hard in the ribs, causing him to tumble to the floor.

He then turns back to the third person, and even though he tries not to, he can’t help but notice the hunter out of the corner of his eye. The guy has gotten to his hands and knees and is now getting up.

Shit. Not already. Need to speed it up.

Aksel cuts the third person free, but instead of shoving him, he instinctively kicks one of his legs out from under him. It’s not only faster, it makes him go down harder.

Aksel spins around, cuts the next one, kicks the leg, spins around, cuts, kicks, spins, cuts, kicks.

As the movements become more and more familiar, he’s able to speed them up considerably. Still, it’s lucky that the truck is narrow, because if there had been much more room to move, the first zombies would have gotten to him by now. But with a new body dropping to the floor every five seconds or so, immediately scrambling to get up, arms and legs are sprawling and flailing, blocking the middle pathway, and the undead are tripping and trampling over each other, yanking themselves forward by pulling their comrades back, causing a chaotic stampede.

It’s like Black Friday for zombies!

The hysterical thought flashes through his mind unbidden, causing him to blurt out a half scream, half laugh, and he speeds up even more as a woman grabs his arm while he spins around. He needs to sacrifice vital seconds to elbow her in the face and get her off. He cuts the next one and spins back around, but is immediately grabbed by another hand. This time, out of pure reflex, he stabs with the knife at their face, and he feels the blade slide effortlessly through the black eye, dropping the person to the floor.

Fuck, he thinks, moving to the next. Hope the guy won’t notice one of them is missing.

The soldier probably won’t. He didn’t count the zombies beforehand.

Aksel has no idea how far he’s gotten or how many are left. He’s not counting either. But he senses the light from the open door coming closer, and he must be halfway.

Along with the hands grabbing for his arms, there are also ones going for his legs now. Some of the zombies seem to have abandoned the idea of getting to their feet and are instead crawling through the chaos, which actually proves an effective strategy, because they’re not as easily knocked off balance by the others. More than once, Aksel has to stop and kick someone in the face to get them to let go. Even though he does so, there is almost constantly someone holding on to him now, trying to yank him back, clawing at the fabric of the suit, and he resorts himself to simply ripping free and moving on.

But it’s difficult now. He’s having a hard time cutting the straps because of the hands groping, grabbing, yanking. A guy manages to catch Aksel’s arm and bite down on his shoulder. Aksel cries out slashes at his face, almost cutting himself. The blade doesn’t kill the guy, but it does split open both his cheeks and jaw muscles so that his mouth drops open and seems unable to close again, allowing Aksel to rip free. He spins around to cut the next, when both his legs are grabbed from below, and as he tries to pull free, another zombie falls into him.

“No!” Aksel roars out as he goes down.

Landing hard on the floor, most of the air is knocked from his lungs. He manages to hold on to the knife and immediately begins slashing away at the zombies clambering to get at him. Aksel rolls sideways, but there are too many hands holding him now, and he can’t get free.

I need to abort mission … this isn’t gonna end well …

As he gets to his hands and knees, he looks for the door and sees to his dismay that it’s still too far away. And as he’s about to get up, someone throws themselves on his back, pushing him down. Aksel grunts and manages to roll over, getting the person off his back, but before he gets a chance to stand up, three more fall on him.

Oh no … oh shit no …

His arms and legs are suddenly all pinned to the floor. The weight of the bodies pressing on his chest and stomach makes it hard to breathe, and the visor is already fogged. He tries to wrestle himself free, but within seconds, he’s completely overpowered. All over, mouths begin pinching him painfully as the undead bite down on him.

This is it … I’m not getting out of this …

To his dread, he finds a modicum of relief in the thought. He doesn’t want to die, and especially not like this, but another part of him, a part that reminds him of his brother, is weary of going on in a world that’s disintegrating, surviving one near death experience after the other, so Aksel squints his eyes shut and waits for the pain to get worse as soon as someone rips through the suit, and in his mind’s eye he sees his brother’s face, and Jakob says—

“Look up, Axe.”

Aksel smiles. “I’m already looking at you.”

Jakob frowns. “No, not at me. Look.”

Aksel shrugs. “Look at what?”

Jakob raises a hand and points into the air. “Look up.”

—and his brother’s voice grows louder in his mind, rises to a stormy roar repeating itself over and over: Look up … Look up! … Look up!

And Aksel finally looks up.

Opening his eyes, at first he sees only black-eyed, dead faces hovering over him, hands groping over the visor, but then he looks past them to see …

His salvation.
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“I was bringing over eggs like I always did every other week. When no one answered the door, I walked in. I found the place in a pretty bad shape. I thought there’d been a break-in or something. But then I found Helda. She was a zombie, and she came for me. I barricaded myself in the pantry. I spent a lot of days in there. I was sure the world outside was ending, but I don’t think it was, because suddenly, a cop came to the house. Helda surprised him too, and when he joined me in the pantry, he was already infected. He died, and, uhm …” Kristoffer clears his throat and skips the part about shooting the officer. “And I found the notebook on him. He must’ve picked it up in the house, because it’s Halgrim’s.” Kristoffer holds up the book for them to see. “It’s a pretty gruesome tale. Apparently, there’s some kind of medieval monster living underground in their back garden, and Halgrim accidentally uncovered it when he began digging to make a—“

“Hold on, hold on,” Ragnar says. He was just bringing over the steaming plates, but now he leans closer to give Kristoffer’s face a thorough look. “Are you all right, Kris?”

“I’m fine,” Kristoffer says, shrugging. “I’m just telling you what Halgrim wrote.”

“You sound like you believe it.”

“I didn’t at first. And I still don’t know how much of it is real, but basically … well, it adds up.” He taps the book with his thumbs. “I think this really is how it began. Whether some of the details are figments of Halgrim’s imagination, that may well be. But whatever it is he found in his garden, I think it’s what caused this whole thing.”

“But didn’t it begin in Torik?” Jan asks, reluctantly taking the plate that Ragnar offers him. “In the hospital?”

“Yeah, it did,” Kristoffer says. “Or at least that’s what everyone else thinks. And that’s one of the things that didn’t make sense to me at first. I kept mulling it over until Hans mentioned something which made it click to me that I’d actually gotten it backwards.”

“How so?” Ragnar asks, handing Kristoffer his plate, then sitting down across from him. The old guy digs into the meal with gusto, barely pausing to blow at the steamy lumps.

“Well,” Kristoffer says, putting the notebook down and picking up his fork instead. “Hans told me it wasn’t one of the patients at the hospital that died and woke back up. It was a guy they’d just brought in. And I think it was Halgrim.”

Ragnar’s fork stops in front of his open mouth. “So, Halgrim’s dead too?”

“Most likely, yeah.”

“But if he died at home like Helda, then how did he end up in Torik?”

“He didn’t die at home,” Kristoffer says. “Not according to his notes. I thought so at first, but I’d overlooked one tiny passage right at the start. On the very first page, Halgrim writes …” Kristoffer closes his eyes for a second. “‘I will end it on my terms. I will bring this old chair, along with the rope from the basement, and I will visit the old cabin out in the woods one last time. To whomever finds this notebook, that’s where you’ll find me’” …”

Jan gives of an impressed grunt. “You memorized all that?”

“He knew he was infected,” Kristoffer goes on, ignoring the question. “He knew he was going the same way as Helda. So he went to kill himself in the woods. Just like he said, that’s where they found him. He was probably frozen stiff, so the paramedics thought he was really dead, but when they brought him into the hospital, he thawed back out.” Kristoffer looks intently at Ragnar. “Tell me that doesn’t add up.”

Ragnar chews slowly on a big piece of meat. A trickle of grease runs down his chin, where grey stubble is starting to grow. “I guess it does. Except for the monster underground. I don’t buy that for an instant. If Halgrim found something in his garden, it was a virus or a fungus or something. Hell, I’d accept radiation or even a damn meteorite. But no supernatural mumbo-jumbo. That’s only for kids and morons to believe in.”

Kristoffer shrugs. He’s not going to try and convince Ragnar. Because what Ragnar suggests makes a lot more sense. And had Kristoffer not seen the hole in Halgrim’s garden for himself … had he not stared into the pitch blackness and felt a strong chill run down his back … well, he wouldn’t have believed Halgrim’s notes, either.

But Kristoffer had been there.

And even though he’d tried very hard to forget about it, to push it out of his mind and rationalize it away, he just couldn’t do it. He couldn’t convince himself that what lurked in that hole was something as mundane as fungi or bacteria.

It was something evil. Something that didn’t belong in the natural world. And yet it was very much alive.

It was waiting.

Watching.

“But wait a minute,” Jan interjects, waving the fork at Kristoffer, bringing him back to the present moment. “If the guy blew his brains out before the infection killed him, then he couldn’t have woken back up. That’s not how it works.”

“He didn’t shoot himself,” Kristoffer says. “He said he would … ‘bring this old chair, along with the rope from the basement’ … Sounds to me like he was going to hang himself. Which leaves the brain intact. But since he was just hanging there in the freezing air, unable to walk or anything, I think it’s likely he froze over.”

“Like a giant zombie popsicle,” Jan remarks, looking at a piece of meat on his fork.

“And you stumbled upon Helda a few days prior to Halgrim being found?” Ragnar asks, grabbing his metal cup and downing several large gulps of water.

“Yes. Halgrim had locked her in the bedroom, and that’s where I found her. I was really lucky she didn’t get me. I was searching the house frantically, hoping to find them alive. I basically stumbled right into her arms.”

Ragnar swallows and nods. “So, about the crazy stuff. What exactly did Halgrim claim he found in his garden?”

Kristoffer pauses briefly. “A draug.”

“A drug?” Jan asks.

“No, a draug. It’s a …” He glances at Ragnar. “This is where we venture into the crazy stuff.”

Ragnar gestures with his fork, as though saying, “Go on. I won’t interrupt.”

“It’s some kind of mythical creature. A supernatural being. Halgrim didn’t go into details, but it’s apparently a grave guardian. And when Halgrim dug out the ancient grave it was protecting, it cursed him. Helda too. It can do that. It’s kinda like a zombie, I think.”

Jan has paused chewing. “Did he actually see that thing?”

“Yes,” Kristoffer mutters. “It left its grave and came into the house. It was so big, it couldn’t stand upright.”

A moment of silence in the cave.

Ragnar is the first to resume chewing. “So, Halgrim obviously lost his mind. Probably because Helda died from the infection, and he couldn’t bear it. Shock and grief can make a person create alternate realities. I’ve seen it happen.”

“I thought of that, too,” Kristoffer says. “It’s possible, I guess. But Helda was sick with cancer. She was going to die anyway. They’d found out a few weeks prior. He’d had time to adjust to the thought. And from reading his notes …” Kristoffer shrugs. “Well, he doesn’t come off as crazy to me. And I’ve known him for as long as I can remember.”

Ragnar eyes him as though about to argue the point, then seems to drop it. Instead, he asks: “What about the cop? Did Halgrim call them before he went to kill himself?”

“No, I don’t think so. If he had, they would probably have shown up sooner. I mean, I spent over a week in that pantry. And Halgrim probably left at least a couple of weeks before that.”

“Then what was the cop doing there? Was someone in town getting suspicious because they hadn’t seen the Petersens for some time? Could have been Karoline. That old hag is so damn nosy, she probably went and peeked through the windows.”

“The curtains in the bedroom were drawn,” Kristoffer says. “I remember, because it was dim in there. I couldn’t see her face right away. And after I came by, she stayed right outside the pantry door. It’s in the corner of the kitchen. She wouldn’t have been visible from any of the windows.”

Jan looks at him. “She stayed outside the door for over a week? Is that why you couldn’t get out?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Didn’t she at least wander off now and then?”

“Nope. She didn’t even take a step back. She just clawed away at that door, day and night, relentlessly. I was the closest prey. The only person within reach. Even when a car drove by outside, I was much closer, and she didn’t as much as pause.”

“Jesus,” Jan mutters. “Can’t have been fun sitting around in there. Incredible you didn’t go crazy.”

Kristoffer grins. “Guess I almost did. But it wasn’t until the cop entered the house that she finally moved away from the door. And about him … I’ve tried recalling what he told me. He’d been to the back garden. Oh, and he wasn’t alone. He had a partner with him. But that guy was already dead when I finally got out of the pantry. He must have come too close to the hole, because he had already turned. The best explanation I can come up with is that the cops were following some lead from Halgrim’s body. Maybe someone had identified him. Maybe he had his wallet on him. Either way, they figured out where he lived, and they probably came to check it out. And I think they did so before Halgrim woke back up, because they clearly weren’t aware of the danger. I mean, they would have worn protective gear if they knew.”

Kristoffer takes a deep breath. He’s kind of relieved to have said it all out loud. To have emptied his head of the thoughts and thesis that were swirling around in there.

“That’s all I got,” he sighs. That’s how I think this whole thing got started.”
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What their purpose is, Aksel has no idea. Maybe to fasten whatever cargo the truck could be transporting. Maybe something else entirely.

Whatever the case, the two metal bars running along the underside of the roof are perfect for climbing.

I can’t reach them.

Yes, you can, Jakob demands in his mind.

No. It’s too late.

It’s not. Get up, Axe. Don’t make me tell you again.

Aksel almost snorts with laughter at the comment. It’s exactly what he used to tell Jakob when they were younger and his little brother was being a pain in the ass. Hearing the words spit back at him is both funny and tragic, and it’s just the motivation Aksel needs.

He tries to pull in his arms, and he finds that one of them—the right, the one holding the knife—is actually free. He pulls it up in front of his face, and he starts slashing like a madman. Pus spills over his face, covering the already greased up visor, and he’s thankful none of it is getting in his eyes or mouth. As faces are sliced open, hands cut off, tendons severed, eyes poked out, the pressure eases off slightly. It’s just enough that Aksel can perform one, forceful push and flip over onto his side. As his body twists, his legs are freed just enough that he can pull them up. Now he’s on his hands and knees, and, still chopping away with the knife blindly, he does what’s basically a heavy-load squat lift. Straining his thigh muscles to the breaking point, he pushes himself up, bringing along at least three of the zombies. They’re not only clinging on to him like leeches; they’re also doing their best to drag him back down, but Aksel manages to straighten up with a roar, and he uses the momentum to reach up his left arm and grab the metal bar. With the other hand, he slashes away at everything within reach, and he manages to get just enough of them to let go that he can drop the knife and grab the other bar.

Pulling with all the strength he’s got left, he hoists himself up from the pile of zombies, swinging up one leg and wrapping it around the bar. With one leg still dangling in the air, the zombies cling on to it like drowning rats, and Aksel has no choice but to begin climbing towards the door, even as they’re still hanging on. He kicks and pulls, kicks and pulls, and as he’s able to make a little progress, the zombies stumble over each other. Two of them fall, taking with them two more, and with only a few hands still clinging on, Aksel is able to pull his leg up and climb for his life.

Hands grope over his back, clawing away at the suit, but they can’t really grab hold, and suddenly, Aksel is at the door, and climbs headfirst up onto the roof of the truck, using the door as a stepping board, and then he finds himself splayed out on top of the truck, panting, staring up at the beautiful blue sky.

He lifts his hand—it feels like it’s made of cement—and rips off the mask.

Heaving in the freezing air, he’s never felt anything so pleasant before. Somewhere below, the zombies are growling and moaning, and he can feel their movements make the truck sway gently.

He doesn’t care, though. He survived. He’s out of their reach.

Holy hell … how did I pull that off?

“You didn’t throw in the towel,“ Jakob tells him. “Great job, Axe. Told you you could do it.”

Aksel closes his eyes and drifts off.
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The rest of the meal passes in awkward silence.

Neither Ragnar nor Jan seems eager to discuss Kristoffer’s theory. Jan is apparently just not interested, while Ragnar rejects the premise of a supernatural entity behind it all.

Kristoffer is content with not talking any more about it. He got it out of his system, and it somehow made him feel lighter. He’s not really hungry, but he dutifully chews his way through the greasy meat. He’s about to pop the last piece of meat into his mouth when—

At first, Kristoffer can’t figure out what he’s looking at. It’s so unexpected, his brain can’t immediately connect the dots.

There’s something on the meat. Something that shouldn’t be there.

Using his thumb, he gently wipes the grease and juice away, making the thing that shouldn’t be there stand out better.

And as he sees it clearly, he feels the realization dawn with a sickening feeling of free falling. It comes from way back at the farthest recesses of his mind, where it’s been lurking for days, swerving on the edge of his consciousness, trying to push its way into awareness. Now that it finally breaks through, it grips him with deadly force, locking his mind and body, and Kristoffer can’t seem to think, can’t even breathe. He can only sit there and stare at the meat on his fork.

The lump still has a patch of skin on it. So did some of the others he just ate; the skin itself isn’t the problem.

It’s what’s written on it.

In dark, almost black ink are four letters. They spell a name. One of the letters—an A—is stylized as an upside-down heart.

The name is Hans.

Another name is drumming away in Kristoffer’s head, pulsating along with his rising heartbeat.

Ingrid ... Ingrid … Ingrid …

Kristoffer is staring at a tattoo. He has no idea where on Ingrid’s body it sat. He didn’t notice it while she was alive. Maybe behind her ear. Maybe on the inside of her wrist. Maybe somewhere more intimate. Somewhere only Hans got to see. Like the inside of her thigh. Or her butt cheek. Wherever it had been, Ragnar obviously overlooked it as he was cutting her up. And now—

“… wrong?”

Ragnar’s voice pierces through the roaring buzz that’s ringing through Kristoffer’s skull, and he’s suddenly yanked back into the present moment. He finds himself staring at the fork, and right behind it is Ragnar’s face, his pale eyes staring fixedly at Kristoffer.

“You don’t look well, Kris,” he says in a very calculated tone. “What’s the problem?”

Kristoffer lowers the fork. He opens his mouth, no idea what’ll come out, because his mind is completely blank. Whatever he says, whatever half-baked lie is about to come out, Ragnar will see right through it, and he’ll very likely kill Kristoffer right then and there. His knife is lying on the ground next to him. He always takes it out of the sheath when he sits down to eat. The knife that he used just twenty minutes ago down by the stream to slice off a slab of Ingrid’s flesh. And now that same blade will cut Kristoffer’s throat. Because Ragnar is already very suspicious, and as soon as Kristoffer speaks, he’ll realize that Kristoffer figured out his macabre deception, and the trust will be broken forever, and Ragnar isn’t going to let Kristoffer stick around knowing that Ragnar is a cold-blooded murderer.

“Kris?” Ragnar asks again, his eyes even more intense now, his hand going down to the side. “I don’t like the way you look. What’s wrong, my friend?”

Those two last words triggers something in Kristoffer. Ragnar never called him “friend” before. And the reason he did it just now is obvious. He wants to create a bond between them. A pact. He wants Kristoffer in on the secret, so that it’ll stay unspoken.

He killed Ingrid. Choked her with his bare hands. He then lied about it. Lied right to the face of the man who loved her. And then he started serving her meat. Like she was a fucking turkey. He’s been eating her himself for days now. Because she was nothing but calories to him. Not a human, only a walking pantry full of nutrients. He feels no remorse. He’s a full-blown sociopath. Even more so than Kjell. And now he wants me to keep his secret. To enable him. No, more than that. He wants me to become like him …

Kristoffer decides at that moment that he’s been through enough. That he’s not going to play along. And he’s also not going to try and lie his way out of this.

Instead, he’s going to scream at Ragnar. He’ll call him a fucking psycho. And as soon as Ragnar lunges for him, he’ll take a stab at his face, hoping to put it deep into his eye. He’ll probably miss, but if he’s going to get killed anyway, he might as well go out swinging.

Kristoffer leans forward, and in a snarl, he says: “I know what—” Then his stomach cramps up violently, turning the rest of the sentence into a drawn-out burp. Kristoffer doubles over and wretches. A mouthful of the meal comes up into his mouth and spills onto the ground.

“Jesus!” Jan shouts from somewhere. “That’s gross!”

Fighting back the convulsions, Kristoffer feels the rest of the meat—Ingrid’s meat—pushing hard to get back up through his throat, and he drops the plate and the fork, gets up, and runs out of the cave. Almost slipping on the ice despite the spikes under his boots, Kristoffer makes it to the stone wall. He leans over it half a second before the meat comes bursting out like a fountain. It spills out over the frozen ground, hitting the rock with wet, soft splashes, and he squeezes his eyes shut, but only after he sees the brownish, steaming pile that he just ate, and he wretches over and over again, keeps vomiting for what feels like ages. Every time the cramps lessen, a picture of Ingrid pops into his mind, and he starts puking again.

Oh, God … oh, Jesus … make it stop …

His stomach is already empty, but it keeps pumping, as though wanting to roll back time and also puke up the previous meals, the parts of Ingrid he’d already digested and turned into useful energy, exactly like Ragnar intended.

Ragnar. That lying piece of shit. That fucking Hannibal Lecter. I’m gonna kill him. I’m gonna—

A hand on his shoulder makes him look back.

Ragnar is standing there, looking at him with concern. “Goodness, Kris. That really didn’t go down well. Are you OK now?”

Kristoffer wipes his eyes, then his mouth. Suddenly, the anger drains away. The will to fight leaves him. It’s replaced with nothing but disgust and—surprisingly—a sense of sorrow.

“I’m fine,” he hears himself say. “Guess I just had too much moose.”

Ragnar eyes him for a moment, then says, “I guess we have been hitting the protein a little hard. I just didn’t want you to go hungry. We needed the energy to get the cave ready.”

The friendly, almost fatherly tone is back. There’s apparently genuine concern in Ragnar’s eyes. And it makes Kristoffer want to scream.

“You were about to say something,” Ragnar asks, sounding casually interested. His right hand is resting on the sheath where the knife is. “Right before you puked. What was it?”

Kristoffer blinks. “I can’t remember.”

Ragnar looks at him a little longer. Then he nods. “All right. Guess it wasn’t anything too important then.”

“Probably not.”

Ragnar is about to leave, when something apparently pops into his mind. “All this talking about the past, it got me thinking. You never told me how you ended up at my door. Back at the village. After you got out. You could have just left. Or gone to someone else. Why me?” Ragnar tilts his head.

Kristoffer sniffs. “Because I knew you were ready for a situation like this. You knew what to do.”

Ragnar nods slowly. “So you trusted me? Even though we were hardly more than neighbors?”

“I guess so, yeah.”

Ragnar smiles. It looks genuine. He places a hand on Kristoffer’s shoulder—not the one that’s resting on the knife. “You have good instincts, Kris. That’s why I trust you too.”

Kristoffer tries to smile back, but it’s more of a grimace.

“Come on,” Ragnar says, starting to lead Kristoffer back towards the cave. “Let’s go back inside. You need some rest.”

“I want to clean up first.” Kristoffer pries free very carefully and looks down. “I puked on my boots. And my shirt.”

“You can clean up inside,” Ragnar says, tugging him along. “I’ll bring you some water.”

“No,” Kristoffer says, more firmly this time. “I can’t go back in there.”

“Why not?”

“The smell. It’s enough to …” His stomach wretches again—less violent this time, but enough that Ragnar lets go and steps back a little.

“All right,” he says. “Go clean yourself in the stream. Don’t take too long. I don’t want you be alone out here.”

“I’ll be careful,” Kristoffer says, and as he speaks the words, he knows for certain they’ll be the last he ever says to Ragnar.

Ragnar gives one last nod, turns, and goes back inside the cave.

Kristoffer takes a deep breath, then leaves the plateau.
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Her phone beeps as it turns on, bringing her back to the present moment. She was lost in thoughts, staring out at the white road ahead. She was thinking of Aksel and Belinda, but most of all, she was thinking of her daughter. Ella is on her mind, constantly in the background, no matter what else is going on around her.

“I really think we should get going,” Folmer says from the backseat, shifting. “I don’t like being this close to the truck. If they spot us, they’ll likely arrest us.”

“We’re not that close,” Anne hears herself say. “They can’t see us from here.”

As soon as she saw the truck stopping, she stopped, backed up, and parked behind the bend in the road. The engine is idling, keeping the MPV warm. Every two minutes, she drives forward just enough to see the truck. It’s still there. They’ve been pausing for almost half an hour now. She can’t see what’s going on up there, but she did spot a person outside the truck, so it’s likely that they encountered more infected people and are now loading them into the truck.

This is the second stop they’re making. The first one was by a small cottage. That stop didn’t last nearly as long. Anne didn’t see what happened, because she made sure to keep out of sight, but she assumes they either found the cottage empty or brought along whoever was in there—if they were infected.

“But they’re not going to the quarantine zone,” Folmer goes on. “That much is evident. I mean, they’ve been driving the opposite direction ever since we started following them.”

“Wherever they’re going, we’re following,” Anne says firmly. “We’re not abandoning Aksel or Belinda, so please save your breath.”

He leans back with a grunt. “This is madness. We should be driving as far away from here as possible, and not sticking around, waiting to be either found or eaten alive.”

Anne is about to say something, but Rosa beats her to it. The girl has been mostly quiet since Aksel left them hours ago. “If it was you in that truck, wouldn’t you want us to do everything we could to get you out?”

Folmer mutters something Anne doesn’t register. She’s looking at her phone.

Two missed calls. She wasn’t really expecting them to be from Aksel. His phone was out of battery.

And they’re not from Aksel.

Both of them are from Ella.

Anne frowns.

Someone must have found her daughter’s phone. How they got through the screen lock and why they’d locate the contact called “Mom” and call her up is beyond her. But of course it wasn’t Ella. After a person died from the virus and came back, they had no recollection of any friends or family members, and even if they did, they certainly didn’t possess enough sense or motor skills to take out a cell phone and make a call.

Or maybe …

Maybe Ella wasn’t dead yet.

Maybe she wanted one last word.

Anne finds it highly unlikely. It’s been several hours now. Already when they spoke on the phone, Ella sounded very weak. She must have long since passed.

Unless of course …

Could she have survived the virus?

Anne doesn’t want to seriously consider the idea. Because it’ll just break her heart all over again. If she lets in such a foolish hope, it might make her feel better for a while, but then when it’s later squashed, she’ll feel like she lost her daughter all over again.

She decides to call her back. Just to check. It’ll probably be someone else answering the call, but at least that’ll put to rest any uncertainty before it can grow into an expectation.

If anyone picks up, it won’t be her. I won’t get to talk to her again. Ella is gone.

As firmly as she tells herself this, she finds herself breathing fast as she taps her daughter’s name with her thumb. There’s just no way around it. Her mind is already hoping against all odds.

She places the phone next to her, feeling her hand tremble slightly.

It gives off the sound of a call ending.

Perplexed, she looks at the screen. NO SERVICE.

“Damnit.”

“Who did you call?” Folmer asks immediately. “I hope it wasn’t the police.”

“Why in God’s name would I call the police?” Anne snarls. “I’m not—”

“Mom!” Rosa cries out, lunging forward to point out of the front window. “That’s my mom!”

Anne follows her finger and sees Belinda come crashing out of the trees and onto the road. She’s clearly out of breath, her hair all messed up, and she looks around like a scared animal fleeing from a predator. Then she spots the MPV and immediately heads for it, running as fast as she can without slipping.

“Mom!” Rosa shouts again, going for the door.

“No, wait, Rosa!”

But the girl has already opened the door and stumbles out. Belinda reaches her daughter, and they clash in a heartfelt embrace. Seeing them like almost makes Anne cry. She squeezes her lips together tightly and fights back the tears.

“Oh, baby girl,” Belinda breathes, covering Rosa’s face and hair with kisses. “Are you OK?”

“I’m fine, Mom. What about you?”

“I’m OK,” Belinda says, looking in at Anne. “I’m not infected.”

“How do we know?” Folmer asks.

“Get inside,” Anne says, ignoring him. “Before you freeze to death.”

Belinda and Rosa get in, and Folmer scooches all the way over, squeezing up against the door. He doesn’t say anything, but he looks at Belinda like she’s carrying the plague.

“What happened, Mom?” Rosa asks. “Why didn’t they go to the quarantine zone?”

“Because they’re dead,” Belinda says bluntly, looking at Anne again. “All three of them.”
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A gunshot wakes him up abruptly.

Aksel sits up with a jerk, gasping as he looks around.

He’s still on the roof of the truck. How long was he out? Minutes. Maybe only seconds.

The zombies are still below—he can hear them.

Who fired?

Aksel looks down the road to see the soldier standing there. His gun is aimed at the sky. With the other, he forms a funnel over his mouth, and shouts: “Get going! You’re not done!”

The words reach him over the noise of the undead.

Aksel looks down over his body. The suit is roughed-up, showing marks of scratching and biting, but—amazingly—it doesn’t appear to have been pierced anywhere.

“It’s a lot more durable than I thought,” Aksel mutters, checking his boots and gloves. Those appear to be intact, too. “The military sure gets the good gear.”

He tries to get to his feet, but his legs are too wobbly. He’s also aching all over from where the zombies chewed away at him, and he’s still not convinced that once he gets off the suit, he won’t find a couple of bloody wounds. At the very least, he’ll be bruised well and good.

Crawling on hands and knees, he approaches the edge and looks down. The zombies have all followed him out of the truck. Having dropped to the ground, they’re now standing around the back end of the truck, their faces turned up, their hands groping for him. Aksel leans out a little more, so as to look inside the truck.

To his amazement, he sees only three zombies still strapped in.

“Jesus, I was so close to making it …”

He looks over at the soldier again, and the guy taps his wrist in an unmistakable time-is-ticking-so-get-moving gesture.

“Fucking asshole,” Aksel snarls. “I really hope you get eaten alive …”

The knife is still inside the truck, lying right in the middle of the floor, between the still strapped-in zombies.

In theory, he should be able to climb back inside, get the knife and cut the three last ones free. The ones already on the ground don’t seem able to climb back up. The floor of the truck is almost at chest height, and even though there’s a stepping board, they probably can’t figure out how to use it. As soon as the last three are freed, he’ll climb back onto the roof, and the job will be done.

“Okay,” he says, propping himself up once more. “Hard part’s over. Let’s do this and get it over with.”

He puts the mask back on, then climbs over the edge and, grabbing the metal bars, he enters the truck once more. The zombies—both the ones outside and inside—all get a little more excited as Aksel comes closer to their reach. Just as he expected, though, none of the ones who’ve fallen out can get back up, and the three last ones are still kept in check by the straps.

Aksel picks up the knife, steadies himself, then performs the procedure three more times as fast as he can. Dropping the knife again, he quickly pulls himself up and climbs back onto the roof. It’s easier this time, because the three zombies inside the truck don’t have the time to reach him before he’s already halfway onto the roof. As they come for him, they step right over the edge and fall clumsily onto the others, knocking some of them to the frozen ground.

Aksel stands up and waves at the soldier. Yanking off his mask, he screams: “There! I fucking did it! Happy?”

The soldier holds up a thumb, then shouts back at him, “Now, follow Bigga!”

Aksel looks to the side of the road. A fair way off is the woman, standing by the guardrail, her hands in her pockets, shifting her weight back and forth in an effort to stay warm.

“You ready?” Aksel calls out to her.

The woman glances down at the soldier, as though to make sure he’s still there. Then she looks back up at Aksel and nods once.

“Still not chatty,” Aksel mutters. “All right, I’m coming!”
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When Belinda finally stops talking, there’s a long moment of silence in the car.

What she’s just told them is worse than what Anne expected. As crazy as it sounds, it adds up. The gunshots. Why they weren’t headed for the quarantine zone. The brief pitstop at the cottage.

“This isn’t good,” Rosa says, frowning. “So he’s going to use Aksel and that other woman as bait?”

Belinda nods. “He’s got some beef to settle. He’s a complete psycho. Like I said, he shot those soldiers in cold blood.” She glances at Folmer at this, and Anne hears him swallow.

“We have to help Aksel,” Rosa says. “Can’t we go and shoot the guy? I mean, if he’s alone, then you could probably kill him, couldn’t you?” She looks from Folmer to Anne.

Anne is the only one with a gun, and she wouldn’t feel good about sneaking up on the guy to try and take him out. He’s clearly much more comfortable with firing a gun, furthermore to kill someone. If she missed the first shot, he would likely kill her in return.

“That’s probably not the right course,” Anne says.

“No, that won’t work,” Belinda backs her up. “He’s way too careful. And he won’t hesitate to shoot at anyone.”

“Then what do we do?” Rosa asks. “We can’t let him make Aksel walk out into the wilderness. He’ll freeze to death! Or worse, the zombies will get him.”

The girl is right, of course. Aksel was only wearing his hoodie when he left, and even though the daylight has upped the temperature slightly, there’s no way Aksel will last for long out there.

An idea occurs to her. She looks at Belinda. “You came out through the woods. Do you think I can sneak back up there, using the same route?”

“Maybe,” Belinda says. “The thicket’s pretty dense, so if you’re quiet, I don’t think he’ll hear you coming. You could get pretty close, maybe even close enough to take a shot.”

Anne takes out her pistol and checks it. It’s unnecessary, really. She knows it’s loaded. But it makes her feel a bit less uneasy. “I’ll do it,” she says. “And I’m bringing the dog.”

As though realizing he’s being addressed, Guardian perks up and begins whimpering.

“Belinda,” Anne says. “You get behind the wheel. If you see the guy coming, you drive away fast. Don’t worry about me.”

Belinda nods.

“Please be careful, Anne,” Rosa says, the girl’s eyes gleaming. “And please bring Aksel back.”

Anne forces a smile. “I’ll do my best.”
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He runs to the front of the truck, steps onto the cab, then jumps down onto the hood, and from there onto the ground.

Immediately, he heads for Bigga, who’s already begun scaling the guardrail. He glances back to see the zombies coming around the truck to take up pursuit.

As he reaches the guardrail, Bigga is already headed down the slope. It’s not as steep as Aksel feared, and there’s plenty of undergrowth, bushes, and small outcrops to help them make the descent safer. Having grown up around here, and been climbing for years, Aksel is very much used to navigating in this kind of terrain, and he moves with confidence, soon catching up with Bigga. The woman is obviously no stranger to hiking off-path either, but she’s not as fast or agile as Aksel.

“We better stick together,” Aksel tells her. “If one of us falls, the other can help them back up.”

Bigga sends him a brief look, then focuses her gaze back on the ground.

“I take that as a yes,” Aksel grunts.

Pausing briefly to look back, he sees the zombies pouring out over the guardrail. Most of them fall, some of them doing outright face-plants, and only a few manage to scale it without dropping to the ground. As they begin the descent, they look like big, drunk toddlers. Walking right into bushes, tripping over clearly visible obstacles, they keep falling over and getting back up. Some of them take quite the tumble, rolling around for several yards before they’re able to stand back up. But despite their trouble, they all keep coming, headed determinedly for Aksel and Bigga.

Aksel looks ahead as they press on. The lake is still ten minutes out or so, and it’s bigger than he took it for. On the other side, the mountain seems a bit steeper, but while going up is more demanding strength-wise, it requires less technique, and they should be able to make it.

Provided they don’t mess up and twist an ankle. In which case, they’d be fucked.

First, though, they need to cross the lake, which should be easy. Aksel has been out on frozen lakes before, when he and Thor went ice-fishing. He’s not particularly worried that the ice will hold. The danger is more that they slip and crack their heads. But as long as he doesn’t lose focus, he should be fine.

The muscles in his thighs and calves are already burning. The only thing they want after days of physical exertion is to sit down and relax. But he can’t do that. Because as he darts another look back, he sees the soldier up by the guardrail. He’s already too far away to make out any details, but Aksel recognizes the beanie. His elbows are raised, and he seems to be holding a pair of binoculars.

He’s watching us.

Aksel takes a moment to stop, raises his middle finger, then continues ahead.
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It’s harder to pass through the undergrowth than she hoped. Her jacket keeps getting caught by the branches, and she needs to pull free. She’s not wearing gloves, because she needs to keep the gun in hand and ready to fire, so her fingers are already frozen stiff. She’s not entirely sure she’ll be able to squeeze the trigger, but hopefully the adrenaline will help her.

The dog—despite its size—has a lot less trouble slipping through the woods. Anne was worried she needed to keep a grip on his collar to make him stay by her side, but that’s not necessary. He’s very obediently keeping right behind her, following her lead, pausing when she pauses. He’s also being very quiet. No whimpering or panting. His ears are perked up, and he’s clearly very alert.

Anne was never a dog person, but she appreciates having him with her. She’s still not convinced—like Aksel—that the dog will be of any use if the going gets tough, but at the very least she’s not alone, and that’s a comfort.

She tried to follow Belinda’s path to begin with. She’s no scout, but she saw broken branches and spotted a few places where the leaves on the forest floor had been kicked up, but she soon lost track and now has to go by her instincts. She’s pretty sure she’s going in the right direction, but—

Suddenly, she spots the truck through the tree line, and she drops down into a crouch. The dog stops too, sitting down right behind her.

She was listening for the engine, but the truck isn’t idling. She strains her ears and eyes, trying to pick up any sounds or movements through the branches. She can’t hear or see anything besides the truck.

Slowly, she moves closer. Reaching the road, she stays behind the last tree and looks around.

It’s quiet. There are plenty of footprints all over the road. The back door is still open. Anne can’t see inside the truck from here. So, she moves out onto the road, keeping the gun ready. The dog is on her heels, walking on quiet paws, its head low, tail straight.

Anne walks around to the back and peers inside. The truck is empty. All the straps have been cut. All that’s left is a lingering stench.

She presses on, moving along the side of the truck. She stares at the side mirror, aware that she’s visible from the cockpit if anyone is in there. But somehow, she knows no one’s there. And sure enough—reaching the door, she steps up and take a quick peek inside. Empty.

She steps back down and looks around one more time, making absolutely sure no one is still lurking nearby. She can feel that’s not the case. Everyone left—both living and dead.

“Looks like we’re too late,” she mutters.

Guardian looks at her, then gives a brief whine. He puts his nose to the ground and begins sniffing away at all the different prints.

Anne steps over to the guardrail. Whatever scent the dog is picking up seems to lead him the same way. He stands up on his hind legs, resting his front paws on the rail in order to look out over the valley. Anne takes in the view too, and she immediately spots the figures way, way below. They’re easy to see because they’re dark against the completely white, snow-covered lake.

In front are two people who are moving like you’d expect humans to move: going steady, but carefully so as to not slip.

Behind them, in an uneven formation, is a group of at least two dozen other figures, and these move more like drunk folks, or maybe someone sleep walking. Shambling and waddling, they’re constantly slipping and falling over, only to get back up.

And there, way back behind them all, is a single, tall person. He’s walking very slowly, making sure to keep his distance. And even from up here, Anne can tell he’s carrying what could be a stick, but she’s willing to bet it’s a rifle.

“Damnit,” Anne groans. “They’re way too far off. There’s no way we’re catching up with them. Even if we—”

Apparently disagreeing, Guardian suddenly lunges over the guardrail in an impressive jump.

“No, wait!” Anne exclaims.

But the dog for once doesn’t listen at all. He just darts down the hillside at breakneck speed. He obviously caught the scent of Aksel and is determined to get to him.

Anne just stands there, looking after the dog, uncertain what to do, when suddenly, her phone beeps.

She realizes she forgot to turn it off. Taking it out, she hopes for a second to see Ella’s name on the display—her mind still hasn’t forgotten that tiny, stupid hope that her daughter against all odds and logic might be alive and trying to reach her.

And when she does see her name, her heart leaps. The text must have gone through because the phone briefly found a signal.

She uses her frozen thumb to open it.

She reads the short message. Then she reads it again. And a third time. She closes her eyes for a few seconds. Opening them, she reads the text once more. It still says the same.

Hey Mom. I’m alive. Kicked the virus. Tried calling you. Call me when you get the chance. Love you. Askepott.

Anne feels like she’s about to pass out. Her vision keeps zooming in and out. Her head is suddenly buzzing.

Someone’s pulling a mean prank, she tells herself. This isn’t real. That can’t be from Ella.

But one word in the text makes her disregard every doubt. One word that means the text can only be from her daughter, and not someone pretending to be her.

Askepott.

The Norwegian name for Cinderella. Which was Ella’s nickname in middle school. No one really calls her that anymore. But Anne is almost a hundred percent certain that she included it in the text as a code. An authentication. To show it’s really her.

“Oh, God …” Anne whispers, covering her mouth with her frozen hand as her lips begin quivering uncontrollably. “You’re alive …”
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They soon reach the lake.

Just as Aksel suspected, the ice is clearly thick enough to carry them without problem. Still, he pauses to give Bigga time to catch up. The woman is pacing herself, obviously saving her strength for the climb on the other side of the lake, which Aksel considers clever, because it will be demanding. Now that they’ve reached the floor of the valley, the mountain looks even taller.

“He said to follow the stream, right?” Aksel asks as Bigga stops next to him, resting her hands on her knees. He points across the lake. A thin, silvery line snakes its way up the slope on the other side, glittering in the daylight.

Bigga gives a nod. “Two-thirds up,” she said. “That’s where the cave is.”

“Right,” Aksel says, looking back. “I think we bought ourselves a little respite.”

For the last two hundred yards or so, the terrain flattened, which meant the zombies aren’t falling as often, but they also move slower, because they’re no longer aided by the force of gravity. The closest one, as far as Aksel can tell, is still three or four minutes out.

He sits down on a rock and unzips the suit. It’s almost airtight, and he’s sweating. The boots—obviously not meant for hiking—are gnawing away at his heels and pinkies, so he takes them off to give his feet a short rest.

Bigga doesn’t sit, but rests again by leaning on her knees. She’s breathing fast, but not hard. She’s in better shape than Aksel expected. He’s no longer that worried she’ll make the climb.

“I wonder who’s over there,” Aksel says, following the stream with his gaze. He can’t make out the cave that’s supposedly there. “And I wonder why he’s got such a beef with them.”

“I don’t care,” Bigga spits. “It’s none of my business.”

“No, I get it. As soon as we reach the cave, I’m headed back. I was with a cop. Two cops, actually. We were headed north when Belinda was taken by the soldiers. Now that she’s free, I really hope she found the others again, and if I can find them too, we can continue north, away from all this chaos. Our thinking is, the colder the climate, the less danger. Because they’ll probably freeze, you know?” He nods back in the direction of the zombies. The closest ones are still far enough away that they needn’t worry. “What about you? What’s your plan when this is over?”

The woman looks at him like it’s a stupid question. “I’m going home.”

“Really? With zombies roaming all over the place?”

“We’ve made it fine so far. Put down three of them already.”

“We?”

Some kind of emotion flashes across her face. “Me and my dog.”

“Oh. That’s great you’ve got a companion. We actually have a dog with us, too. We found—”

A noise makes them both turn their heads. One of the zombies—a woman—suddenly pops up only a few yards away. She was hidden behind some cliffs, and she has put some distance between her and the others, probably because she’s relatively small and agile. She hisses as she sees them and ups her speed a little.

“All right, better get moving,” Aksel says—redundantly so, because Bigga has already stepped out onto the ice.

He quickly ties his boots and follows her.

The lake is easy enough to walk on. Due to the newly fallen snow, it’s a bit more slippery than Aksel hoped, and it’s not possible to see the ice everywhere, which would be a problem if the weather was slightly warmer, because then they would have to look out for weak spots—cracks, depressions, uneven patches—but with how cold it’s been for the last few days, Aksel is willing to trust the ice.

Once they’re maybe a quarter way across, he looks back. A dozen or so of the zombies have reached the lake and ventured out onto the ice. They don’t seem to be as bothered by the slippery ground as much as the constant obstacles. In fact, they seem to be moving faster now.

“We should probably speed it up a little,” Aksel says. “I don’t like them getting too close. If anything should happen, I’d like to have a buffer of a few minutes.”

Bigga doesn’t answer, but she doesn’t seem to disagree either, and they both walk a little bit faster.

Within ten minutes or so, they reach the opposite shore. There are a few bushes growing by the edge of the water, and they steer clear of them, knowing the ice is probably weaker around the branches. Not far off to their left is where the stream meets the lake. Aksel can hear the gurgling of the running water.

Then they’re on the ground again, and the terrain immediately rises.

“Okay,” Aksel says, looking up the mountain and squinting against the daylight. “Last part of our journey.”

He looks back to see the zombies crossing the lake. They seem to be there, all of them, none having been lost along the way. They’re trudging tirelessly, driven forward by whatever predatory hunger is still operating in their decaying brains.

They’re not stopping until they rot, Aksel thinks, feeling a surge of goose bumps. They’d follow us to the end of the world if they had to.

Seeing the undead stagger across the frozen lake, Aksel suddenly finds himself second-guessing his plan. Will they really freeze, even in the colder climate up north? Or will they be able to keep from it as long as they stay moving? The guy Jakob found in the cabin was solid, but he was also suspended in the air, unable to walk around. He may have been moving his arms and legs, swinging from side to side, but it hadn’t been enough to keep his flesh from freezing to ice.

How long had it taken, though? Had he been there since last fall? Would it take months before the zombies froze? And, if they’re able to walk around, would it ever happen?

Aksel realizes he’s fallen into a stupor, and he presses on, quickly catching up with Bigga. “Hey, I’d like to hear your thoughts on something,” he says, seeing her having stopped on a small plateau. “Do you think they’ll freeze if the weather gets any colder? I mean like, completely freeze. Like turn into ice, or—”

He stops talking as he reaches her. She’s staring up ahead, her brow furrowed.

“What is it?” Aksel mutters, following her gaze.

And then he sees the guy standing there. A hundred yards or so farther up the slope. Staring back down at them.
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Kristoffer walks down the mountain as fast as he can without running. The cleats under his boots are not very helpful now that he’s walking on rock rather than ice. He considered stopping to take them off. But he doesn’t want to waste any time. Ragnar could be coming for him.

He keeps glancing back up the hill. The cave is no longer in sight. No signs of Ragnar, either.

I made it. I got away.

He presses on. For every step, he’s able to breathe a little more freely. He has no idea what the plan is. For now, he just wants to get as far away from the cave as possible.

He’s well aware that he’s leaving Jan in a lurch. Not only will Ragnar keep feeding him human flesh, Kristoffer is also pretty sure Jan is in danger staying with Ragnar. The old veteran is not only the pragmatist Kristoffer always knew him to be—he’s also more than capable of killing innocent people if it suits his plans. If Jan becomes a liability, or even an inconvenience, Kristoffer holds little doubt that Ragnar will take him out. Or maybe when he runs out of meat on Ingrid, will he shoot Jan and eat him too? The mere thought makes the nausea return.

Not my problem. I need to save my own ass.

But he can’t stop thinking about Jan. He barely knew the guy. And yet he feels guilty for leaving him. Like a lamb that doesn’t realize it’s living with a wolf.

It’s too late now. I can’t go back. I’ve been away for too long. Ragnar will know I was up to something. He won’t let me out of sight aga—

Kristoffer stops dead in his tracks as he comes around a cliff. From here, he’s able to see the foot of the mountain. A frozen lake stretches out across the valley. And several people are walking on the ice, coming this way. Judging by the uncertain way they walk, and how they’ll sometimes fall clumsily on their asses, Kristoffer immediately recognizes them as zombies.

“Oh, no,” he breathes.

His first thought is that the military complex has been breached. But the direction is wrong. So where are all these dead people coming from? There are at least two dozen of them, and they all seem to be headed right for the cave.

Then another movement—this one much closer—catches his eye. Kristoffer sees a heavy woman in a thick coat coming into view only fifty yards away or so. She’s walking briskly up the mountain, and she’s definitely not dead. As she looks up ahead and sees Kristoffer, she stops. A second later, a guy around Kristoffer’s age comes into view as well. He says something to the woman, then realizes she’s stopped and follows her gaze.

All three of them stare at each other for a few seconds, while the zombies press on, gaining on the odd couple at the foot of the mountain. The front runners have already reached the edge of the lake and are staggering onto solid ground.

“Hey!” the guy calls out, lifting his hand. “You Ragnar?”

Hearing Ragnar’s name is such a surprise, Kristoffer doesn’t immediately know what to say. The guy and the woman seem to remember an army of dead people is hot on their heels, and they resume scaling the mountain. Kristoffer wants to run, but he’s not sure where to. His escape route was across the lake, and that’s certainly out. On his right is the stream, which he can’t cross without getting soaking wet—and that would be a death sentence. On his left are thorn bushes and loose rocks.

As the couple quickly approach him, followed by the zombies, he can only really stand there, gawking.

The guy moves a little faster than the woman and reaches Kristoffer first. He’s panting. “You’re not Ragnar, are you?”

“You know Ragnar?” Kristoffer asks stupidly.

“Yeah. Those folks back there—” The guy points with a thumb over his shoulder. “They’re for him.”

The guy stops and rests with one hand on his knees as the woman catches up with them. In the other hand, the guy holds a walkie.

Kristoffer is so confused, it takes him a few seconds to catch on. The couple certainly aren’t soldiers, and they don’t seem at all like they have mean intentions towards anybody—not even Ragnar.

“Kjell sent you,” Kristoffer hears himself say.

“Is that his name?” the guy asks, wiping sweat from his forehead. “The psycho soldier?”

Before Kristoffer can answer, the radio gives off a static noise, followed by Kjell’s voice: “Why are you stopping?”

Kristoffer instinctively looks around. He can’t see Kjell anywhere, but obviously, Kjell can see them.

“Just catching our breath,” the guy replies.

“Who’s there with you?“ Kjell demands, and Kristoffer feels even more watched.

“Don’t know his name,” the guy says into the walkie. “A young dude. Buzz cut.”

“Let me see. Move aside.”

The guy does as he’s told, creating a clear view from the lake. Kristoffer looks down there to see the zombies—half of them have reached the shore now, and they’re quickly scaling the mountain. Much farther away, out in the middle of the lake, is a single figure. The person is standing still with what appears to be a rifle, while holding something in front of their face—a pair of binoculars, no doubt.

“Ah,“ the radio crackles. “The gay guy. Nice seeing you again, buddy. Where’s Ragnar?”

Kristoffer just stands there, staring at Kjell.

“Better answer him,” the guy with the radio says, holding it out so Kristoffer can speak. “He means business. I’m pretty sure he can take us all out from back there.”

Kristoffer hesitates briefly. Then he says, “I assume Ragnar is up by the cave.”

“Great. You guys better join him before the dead fucks catch up.”

Kjell is right. The closest of the zombies are within thirty yards of them now, and their grunts and hisses are growing louder.

The woman—who hasn’t uttered a single word—needs no further instructions; she’s already pressed on uphill. The guy with the radio follows suit. As he passes Kristoffer, he sends him a tired look. “I’m sorry about this. No idea what kinda beef you guys have, but we don’t mean anybody any harm. We just got caught in the cross fire.”

Kristoffer had already figured that part out. He turns around and follows the guy, catching up with him quickly. “What’s the plan? What’ll happen when we reach the cave?”

The guy shrugs. “All I know is, once we get there, we’re free. At least that’s what he told us.”

Kristoffer’s mind is reeling. Trying to catch up. So this is Kjell’s plan. Use two decoys to draw a herd of zombies to Ragnar. Probably to create chaos.

“How far?” the guy asks, glancing at Kristoffer.

Kristoffer looks up the mountain. “Not far. Three minutes at this pace, tops.”

“Is it just that guy, Ragnar, up there?”

“No, there’s another guy.”

“What did Ragnar do to piss off the soldier? Hey, I’m Aksel, by the way.”

“Kristoffer,” he mutters, darting back another look. “Ragnar killed his brother.”

“Ah. That makes sense. When we get there, I say we make a run for it. You know what the best direction is?”

Kristoffer looks up the mountain. The cave still isn’t visible, but it will be in another few yards. The woman is walking up ahead, scaling the climb quickly for a person her age. “I think we better— No, wait, stop!”

Kristoffer realizes too late where the woman is headed.

He sees the log coming.

The woman doesn’t.

She turns around as Kristoffer shouts his warning. But it’s too late. The log comes crashing out of the

bushes where it was hiding. It quickly picks up speed, and it’s so heavy that Kristoffer can feel the vibrations from the ground as it bumps and crashes right towards the woman.

She hears it a split second before it hits her, and she almost manages to jump over it. But it catches her right leg and sweeps her off her feet. She tumbles over the log and lands hard on the ground.

Then Kristoffer flies sideways as the guy—Aksel—gives him a hard push on the shoulder. It’s just enough to get him out of the path of the log. As it rolls past them, it picks up even more speed. The ground becomes uneven, and the log begins bouncing higher and higher until it’s basically doing handsprings.

Kristoffer can’t help but watch with grim fascination as the log takes out the first two zombies. One of them takes it right in the face like a swing from a giant baseball bat. He’s flung to the ground and stays motionless, his skull crushed to a pulp. The other—a woman—is hit in the chest and sent flying. The log crashes off to the side and finally stops as it meets another tree that’s strong enough to resist the blow.

“Holy shit,” Aksel breathes, staring at Kristoffer. “Who the hell did that?”

The zombie woman that was hit by the log has rolled around several times, but is now trying to get back up. Her rib cage is obviously broken, but it doesn’t seem to bother her.

“Aaaargh!”

The woman’s groan of pain snaps Kristoffer back to. Aksel is already headed towards her. She´s lying in an awkward position, holding her injured leg. The shin is bent at a sharp angle. She’s hissing and swearing in a thick Sami accent, spluttering curses Kristoffer never heard before.

“Shit,” Aksel spits, glancing back down at the approaching zombies. “Get up, Bigga. We need to keep going.”

The woman reaches up an arm, and Aksel pulls her to her feet. Screaming out in pain, she places all her weight on her good leg, wrapping her arm around Aksel’s shoulders.

“Take her other arm, man,” Aksel shouts.

Kristoffer grabs the woman, and they resume scaling the mountain. It’s difficult. Not only does the woman need to hop on one leg, she’s also in so much pain that she cries out with every hop.

“Was it that guy Ragnar who rolled that fucking tree trunk at us?” Aksel pants.

“Yes,” Kristoffer gasps. “Well, no. It was a booby trap.”

“Are there more of them?”

“Yes, but I know where they are.”

“Maybe give us a fucking heads-up next time!”

Kristoffer glances back, seeing to his horror that the zombies are now moving faster than them. “It’s no use! They’re gaining on us …”

“Well, move faster then!”

“Leave her!“ The voice comes over the radio.

Aksel is still holding the walkie. “No way! They’ll fucking eat her if we do!”

“Of course they will. Leave her, or I’ll open fire.”

“Bullshit you will!” Aksel shouts—causing Kristoffer to jump. “You need us alive, so stop bluffing.”

“Don’t piss him off,” Kristoffer hears himself say.

“It’s fine,” Aksel snarls, pressing on. “He won’t shoot. He can’t afford to—”

A sudden slapping sound. The woman jolts and screams out again, collapsing to the ground. Kristoffer stares at her as she clutches her other leg.

Then the rifle shot rings out over the mountain.

“Fucking hell,” Aksel breathes.

“I believe that was her good leg,“ Kjell’s voice comes over the radio. “There’s no way she’ll make it. Now … leave her!”

The woman whips her head around to look at the zombies. They’re closing in. The front runners are upping their speed, as though sensing the woman can no longer escape. She looks up at them, her face glistening with sweat, her jaw clenched. “Leave me.”

“No way!” Aksel says, but Kristoffer can tell he’s no longer certain. Even he can see there’s no way the woman is making it.

“Give me that,” the woman says, pointing with a shaking hand at a large triangular rock.

Kristoffer bends down, picks it up, and hands it to her. The woman takes it, wincing as she adjusts her position. She weighs the rock in her hand, turning it over to get the best possible grip. Then she looks up at them again. “Now, go.”

“Start walking,“ Kjell commands. “Or I’ll shoot someone else’s leg.”

“Fuck,” Aksel spits, running his hands through his hair. “Fuck you, asshole.”

Kristoffer has already begun moving up the mountain, and now Aksel reluctantly follows him.
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When the scope of the situation dawned on her a few days ago, Bigga simultaneously came to the conclusion she probably wouldn’t get to grow old. She held no illusions that the authorities would fix the mess—they couldn’t even make a dent in social inequality, or make sure the roads were open all winter. Come to think of it, it was likely them who created the problem in the first place, by messing with something they shouldn’t have. That was always how it happened in the movies, anyway.

She would have to rely on herself, her gun, and of course her trusted friend, Guardian.

Then when she encountered the infected people up-close, and at the same time lost the dog, she knew her days were numbered. And when the soldier—if he really was a soldier, and not just dressed like one to fool people—took her, she knew this was it.

And she was right.

The pain from the broken shinbone was bad up until the bullet burrowed into her other leg. Now all she feels is numbness and a clammy warmth from the blood that’s quickly soaking her pants from the inside.

The boys are finally moving away from her, and the infected are closing in. The nearest is the woman who’s been at the front of the pack for most of the run.

Bigga clutches the rock, pulling back her arm, getting ready to take a swing.

“Come on, sweetheart,” she whispers. “Come try and bite me. I’ll knock your pretty teeth out.”

Bigga is very much aware she won’t come out of this alive. There’s just no way she can take out thirty-odd infected people with a rock and two damaged legs. And even if she did, where would she go from here? At the rate she’s bleeding, she’ll pass out within fifteen minutes.

There’s no way around it. These are her final minutes. And she’s going to make them count. She’s not going out without a fight.

The woman reaches her within thirty seconds. She’s almost running, stumbling over every little rock in her eagerness to get to Bigga. As soon as she does, she halfway bends over, halfway falls, and Bigga cries out and strikes her hard in the temple. There’s a cracking sound like dry wood giving way, and the woman gives a grunt and falls sideways. She’s not dead, and she immediately tries to go for Bigga again. But Bigga has already raised the stone again and hammers it down with both hands, crushing the crown of the woman’s head. After the second blow, she stops moving.

Bigga pants and scooches sideways away from the woman, creating a little space around her. She’ll need it for the next one. And he’s already coming. A tall guy with barely any clothes left; they seem to have been either clawed away or torn by bushes.

Bigga tries to use the same strategy on him, but he doesn’t fall on her like the woman did. Instead, he crouches and opts for her legs.

“Oh no, you don’t!” Bigga snarls and swings the rock at him. She hits him on the side of the head, but not hard enough to deter him. He grabs her left leg and pulls it to his mouth. The pain is so intense, she almost passes out. Screaming, she tries to pull free, but that only hurts more, so she instead leans forward and strikes him repeatedly with the rock. She hits his head, his neck, his shoulders.

But he just keeps going. And now two more appear. Bigga hits one of them so hard that she loses the rock. It’s enough to cause the guy to collapse, but another infected person immediately takes his place, followed by yet another. The first guy is working her legs now, chewing away at her pants, and the others attack from the sides. Bigga resorts to punching with her fists.

The first bite is somewhere below her knee. It hurts, but not as much as the broken leg or the gunshot. The next one is in her thigh. Bigga is surrounded by now, and she’s forced down onto her back. Her arms are pinned on both sides, and the grey sky is drowned out by dead faces closing in from all sides.

Well, I gave it good shot …

As she hears her clothes getting ripped and feels them bite her all over, Bigga closes her eyes and drifts away.

Then she hears Guardian bark. The sound is so welcome and familiar, it makes her smile. It grows quickly louder, to the point where it almost sounds real. He’s not barking out of joy, like he would when they played together. Instead, he’s clearly angry in a way she’s never heard him before. He’s not only barking, but also growling and snarling and—is that the sound of him biting?

Bigga opens her eyes. Her gaze is blurry, but she’s still alive.

The ring of faces has widened a little, showing more of the sky. And as she stares at them, one of the faces is yanked back. She lifts her head, blinks, and sees to her surprise—

Guardian!

The dog has latched on to the neck of one of the infected and is shaking him so violently, the guy’s head looks like it’s about to come free and go rolling down the mountain. Guardian releases his grip and lunges at the next person, tackling her to the ground and tearing away at her face. It looks like a bear killing a deer.

He made it, Bigga thinks, feeling her heart swell. Good boy.

“Guardian! Here boy!”

Someone else is calling for her dog. The voice is very far away.

Then, suddenly, Guardian’s huge face is right in front of her.

“Hi, sweetheart,” Bigga says, not sure if the words are coming out right. “Am I glad to see you.”

She tries to lift her hand to caress him, but her body isn’t working any longer. Instead, Guardian bends down and places a warm, wet dog kiss on her chin.

Bigga smiles.

Then she’s swallowed up by a deep, quiet darkness.
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The sound of the dog barking makes Aksel whirl around.

He sees Guardian come pelting across the rocky ground, teeth bared, tongue lolling, eyes fixed on the zombies that are crowding the woman who by now must be dead—or very close to it.

“Holy fuck,” Aksel says as the dog, without slowing down, throws himself at the nearest guy, knocking him down with little difficulty. Not wasting any time, Guardian immediately lunges for the next, biting down like a crocodile.

“We should get going,” Kris says from behind.

Aksel knows he’s right. For one thing, the soldier clearly won’t hesitate to shoot at them again if they don’t press on. For another, they can’t do anything for Bigga. And besides, Guardian doesn’t need their help. The zombies clearly aren’t interested in him. In fact, they don’t even seem able to see him. But Aksel seems unable to move. He doesn’t want to leave Guardian behind.

“Stop that damn mutt,“ the radio crackles. “He’s tearing them apart.”

Kjell’s right. Guardian already maimed three of the zombies, and he’s not slowing down.

“Stop him, or I’ll put him down!”

“Guardian!” Aksel calls. “Here, boy!”

Amazingly, the dog actually picks up on his voice. Lifting his head briefly, he sees Aksel, and his expression softens. His tail wags once. Then he muscles his way in between two of the zombies still working on Bigga. He bends down, licks her face, gives a whimper, and then reluctantly backs away.

“Guardian!” Aksel calls again. “Come, boy! Come with me!”

Clearly not comfortable with leaving his owner, Guardian only hesitantly moves up the mountain while he keeps looking back. But as much as it pains him, he’s obviously aware that Bigga is dead and that there’s nothing he can do. Finally, he turns and runs to Aksel.

“Good boy,” Aksel says, as all three of them begin moving up the rocky hillside. “You stay in front,” Aksel tells the guy. “Let me know if any more traps are coming up.”

Kristoffer nods, focusing on the ground. He darts back a look. “This won’t end well. Not for any of us.”

“It’ll be fine,” Aksel says. “Just take us to that cave!”
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It takes them less than five minutes to reach the cave.

Kristoffer scales the wall, calling out, “Ragnar!”

Neither the old guy nor Jan is anywhere to be seen. The wooden grid has been pulled in front of the cave and secured from the inside.

Kris runs across the frozen plateau and looks into the darkness. “Ragnar! It’s me! Let me in!”

He’s straining to make out the fireplace where they were sitting not that long ago. Then Ragnar’s face glides in from the side, causing Kristoffer to gasp and pull back his head.

“Where the hell have you been?” Ragnar snarls. “What took you so long?” Before Kristoffer can say anything, Ragnar sees something behind him, and his eyes grow wide. “Who the hell is that?”

Kristoffer turns to see Aksel scale the wall. The dog is right on his heels, jumping over the barrier in one impressive leap. Landing on the ice, they both struggle to keep their balance.

“Let us in, Ragnar,” Kristoffer says. “It’s Kjell. He’s coming. He’s got us—”

A whizz right by Kristoffer’s ear, then something tiny smashes into the grid, punching a hole in the wood, causing splinters to go flying. The sound of the rifle shot follows instantly.

“Forget it, man,” Aksel shouts. “We’re leaving!”

“No!” Kristoffer calls out. The guy is headed for the hill leading farther up the mountain, the dog following him willingly. “Don’t go. There’s nothing but mountains for a hundred miles. You’ll get lost and freeze to death.”

“But he’s fucking shooting at us!” Aksel shouts.

“Kris!” Ragnar’s voice. “Get in! Now!”

Kristoffer realizes the grid has been pulled aside just enough for them to squeeze through. He looks back briefly, waving at Aksel, then he dives inside the cave. To his relief, Aksel and the dog follow suit, and Ragnar immediately closes the grid, securing it firmly.

“Fuck,” Jan exclaims from somewhere deeper in the cave—Kristoffer can’t see him, because his eyes aren’t adjusted to the darkness yet. “Fuck, is he coming? Whose dog is that?”

Kristoffer turns and looks towards the opening. Ragnar is standing off to the side, clutching his rifle, peeking out.

“Hey, man, I thought you said a sniper couldn’t pick out this place!” Jan says in a shrill voice.

“They can’t,” the old guy mutters. “That shot was less than a hundred yards off. He’s somewhere very close.” He darts a look back. “All of you, back off if you don’t want to catch a bullet. Kris, get yourself a gun. And get ready.”

The radio crackles in Aksel’s hand. “Hello again, Warrior. Almost caught you by surprise, huh? Well, I didn’t try that hard to hit you. Would have been too easy, you know what I mean?”

The dog begins growling from deep inside its throat. Kristoffer sees it staring fixedly out through the grid.

“Oh, shit,” Aksel says, pointing. “Here they come …”

The sight of the dead people climbing over the wall is something straight out of a horror movie. With stiff, clumsy movements and grim determination, they scale the obstacle one after another. Most of them fall on their face or ass the moment they touch down on the ice, but this doesn’t deter them in the least. They just get up and keep moving.

The first ones reach the grid, push up against the woodwork, and reach their arms through. Groaning and snapping, they claw away at the air, grabbing for anyone inside. There’s nothing to grab, however, because they’ve all—including Ragnar—backed away several feet.

As more and more zombies reach the grid, they block out most of the daylight, and the cave is soon filled with a moaning choir.

“Christ,” Ragnar says. “How many of them are there?”

“Little over thirty, I think,” Aksel says. “Give or take.”

Ragnar whips around to stare at him. Then he raises the rifle. “Who are you? And why the hell did you bring them here?”

“Hey, easy,” Aksel says, holding up his arms. “I didn’t … I wasn’t …”

“Are you working for Kjell?”

“No, man. He threatened me to come here.”

“It’s true,” Kristoffer says. “He kept him at gunpoint the whole way. He had no choice.”

“Of course he had a choice,” Ragnar snarls, not lowering the rifle or taking his eyes off Aksel. “He could have bolted. Or simply refused. Instead, he placed all four of us in danger. And I have no way of knowing whether he’s even—”

“Cut the fucking crap, Ragnar.”

The words slip out before Kristoffer can help it.

All of them look at him in surprise.

“What did you—”

“Just stop with your fucking manipulation, will you? I know you don’t give a flying fuck about any of us. You’re pissed off because you are in danger. The rest of us, we’re no more than convenient decoys for you. You’ve used us—used me—the whole fucking time, just like Kjell used this poor guy.“ He gestures at Aksel. “So point that fucking gun at the dead people out there, and stop threatening us.”

Ragnar turns the rifle away from Aksel. But he doesn’t point it at the zombies like Kristoffer suggested. Instead, he aims it right at Kristoffer. “I’ve just about had it with your back talk, Kris. You’re only here because I let you.”

“Good, because the second I get the chance, I’m fucking out of here,” Kristoffer says without flinching. “In fact, I left already. I only came back because Kjell had me at gunpoint too.”

Ragnar blinks. “You’d left? What the hell was your plan? Where were you going?”

“Anywhere but here.”

Ragnar squints. “It sounds almost like you don’t trust me anymore, Kris.”

Kristoffer bites down hard. “That trust died when you started feeding us moose.”

He pronounces that last word in a way that Ragnar must know what he means. Kristoffer can barely fathom what he’s saying. And with Ragnar aiming his rifle at him, nonetheless. But he doesn’t care anymore. He’s done being a pawn in this crazy war between two psychos.

Ragnar certainly catches the hint. And he looks for an instant as though he might pull the trigger. Then something seems to catch his attention over by the grid.

Kristoffer turns to look, and so do Jan and Aksel. There’s a sound of water splashing, and it looks for a moment as though it’s begun raining heavily. But the sky isn’t overcast, and it seems like the water is only coming down right outside the grid. It runs down the wood, drenching it along with the arms of the dead people.

“What the hell is that?” Jan asks. “Something spring a leak up there? Is there like a water tank on top of the cave?”

“No,” Ragnar says grimly. “And that’s not water.”

Kristoffer sniffs and picks up the sharp smell of gasoline. He figures for a moment it’s another one of Ragnar’s contraptions. A defensive system meant to douse intruders in gasoline. But judging by Ragnar’s tone of voice, he didn’t orchestrate it.

The radio crackles. “You guys warm enough in there?”

“Get back,” Ragnar says, backing up. “Get as far away from the grid as you can.”

“What the hell?” Jan exclaims as they’re all pulling back. “Is Kjell up there? Is he doing this?”

As though to answer his question, there comes a deep, rumbling whoooop! And then a huge, blue ball of fire engulfs the grid and all the dead people. The initial burst of flames is like a mini explosion. There comes a flash of light and a hard gush of heat rushing into the cave, hitting Kristoffer’s face like a slap from a hand. He gasps and reels back, hearing the others cry out as well. Jan falls on his ass, the dog yelps, and they all stumble to the very back of the cave.

When Kristoffer looks back towards the opening, it’s like looking into a huge bonfire. The entire grid is burning. So are most of the zombies. They’re not bothered by it; they just keep reaching in through the flames as their clothes are incinerated in seconds and their skin starts to peel off and drop to the ground in smoldering chunks. Smoke rolls into the cave, reaching them almost immediately, filling the air, turning it hot and sticky.

Kristoffer instinctively covers his mouth and nose in his sleeve, and he sees Ragnar dive for the chest. He comes back up with two full-face respirators. He pulls one of them on, then turns and flings the other one at Kristoffer. Jan steps in between and catches it halfway. Before Kristoffer can object, he’s pulled it on.

“Damn you!” Ragnar roars out, his voice muffled inside the mask. Then, apparently deciding there’s no time to fight Jan for the respirator, he instead thrusts the rifle at Kristoffer. “It’s loaded. You’ve got five shots. Try not to hit me!”

Kristoffer hesitates. “I don’t … I’ve never fired a rifle before!”

“Is there no other way out?” Aksel shouts from behind, breaking into a coughing fit.

“No!” Jan shouts through the mask. “We’re trapped like rats!”

There is one other way—the opening in the roof. The hole that serves as a chimney. But that’s way too high up, and also very narrow. Even if they could reach it, Kristoffer isn’t sure they could squeeze out.

“Was that better?“ Kjell cackles over the radio. “Time to bring out the marshmallows and get comfy!”

Ragnar pulls another object from the chest. It’s a huge machete. He marches over to the grid, approaching the fiery inferno while shielding his face with his free arm. Then he begins swinging the blade, chopping off arms left and right. As the heat apparently gets too intense, he stumbles backwards with a groan. Sending Kristoffer a look, he roars: “What are you waiting for? Start putting them down before they get in here!”

Kristoffer awkwardly raises the rifle, squinting to try and see through the smoke—which by now has become suffocating—and then, just as he’s about to start firing blindly, someone yanks the rifle from him. Kristoffer stares stupidly at Aksel as he quickly takes up position, places the rifle against his shoulder, and starts shooting. The shots wipe out Kristoffer’s hearing immediately. He sees one of the dead people stagger backwards, and another one slumps to the ground outside the grid.

“Bullets?” Aksel shouts, coughing hard.

“Chest!” Ragnar calls back. He’s still trying to get close enough to the fire to chop the zombies to pieces.

Kristoffer staggers to the chest, bends over and sees an open case of what must be the proper bullets. As he picks it up, Aksel shouts: “Forget it! It’s too late!”

Kristoffer drops the case and looks towards the grid. The smoke is in his nose, his throat, his lungs. Every breath is painful, and he’s coughing into his sleeve. The smoke also stings his eyes, and he can barely keep them open. Through a veil of tears, he sees the middle of the grid give way. It halfway tips over, halfway crumbles, as the zombies push through. They stagger and stumble into the cave in a smoky, fiery chaos of burnt flesh and severed limbs. None of them have any hair left, and their faces are reduced to black, charred, featureless masks of horror.

And yet they come at them with as much gusto as ever.

For half a second, time slows down.

Kristoffer can only stand there and stare at the horrible scene. The burnt zombies rushing at them. Jan is screaming. Ragnar is backing up while still taking wild swings at the dead people, chopping them down like a samurai. But they just keep coming. Keep spilling through the opening in the burning grid.

We’re not making it out. This is it. This is how we all die.

Then a hand grabs his upper arm, and a handle is thrust into his hand. He looks down to see the golf club. Then he looks up at Aksel’s face. Even though they’re standing two feet apart, he can barely see the other guy’s face. His eyes are intense, though, and they burrow into Kristoffer. He leans in and hisses into Kristoffer’s ear, “We’re getting out of here. Follow my lead.”

Then, without waiting for Kristoffer to reply, Aksel runs at the grid. He’s still holding the rifle, but now he’s using it as a bat, knocking over a zombie that grabs for him. He’s clearly going for the grid, but he doesn’t aim for the middle part, where the zombies are still coming through. Instead, he dodges right and runs along the cave’s wall. The dog barks and runs after. Kristoffer starts moving before he knows what the plan is. He trusts Aksel. The guy must have spotted an opening, or maybe he intends to break down the grid using the rifle.

To Kristoffer’s surprise, however, Aksel’s plan is a lot more simple. He simply runs right at the grid, throwing himself through it. The burning woodwork gives way with a crash, and then Aksel is out.

The dog doesn’t hesitate, but runs right after, jumping through the burning hole with little difficulty.

Kristoffer, on the other hand, hesitates. And because he does so, two of the zombies stagger in front of him, cutting him off from the hole. He swings at them, and something about brandishing the golf club that he brought all the way from home fills him with a fierce confidence. Coughing, crying, and sweating profusely, he clubs the dead people, connecting with their burnt skulls and collapsing them to the ground. A third one comes for him, but he dodges its groping hands and makes a run for it.

Not slowing down, he lunges through the hole in the grid. His jump isn’t as elegant as the dog’s, and both his feet hit the wood, causing a big chunk of the grid to come down. Kristoffer lands on the frozen ground and feels the piece of grid topple down on top of his legs. The burning wood immediately sears through his pants, and he screams as he feels the pain in his calves and hamstrings. He kicks frantically to get free. A pair of hands grabs his wrists and pulls him away hard. He slides out from under the burning wood.

He gets to his hands and knees, still coughing and retching. Looking up, he sees Aksel taking up the fight against the zombies that still haven’t entered the cave. They’re coming for him and Kristoffer now that they’re closer, and there are many of them—at least ten. The dog gives a bearlike roar and attacks the zombies, ripping their legs apart, toppling them over—which isn’t hard on the slippery surface.

A zombie is coming for Kristoffer, and he scrambles to get up. He lost the club when he jumped out, and there’s no time to pick it up. He just runs for the wall and halfway jumps, halfway climbs over it. Aksel is on his heels, calling for the dog. Inside the cave, Jan is screaming shrilly, and Ragnar roars out something that sounds like, “Shoot!”

Half a second later, a gun starts blasting. Kristoffer hears the bullets whistle by overhead as he stumbles down the mountain side. The air out here is so cold in comparison to the scorching heat of the cave that it hurts his cheeks and forehead. Breathing in the clean air, though, is like drinking water after having crossed a desert. He’s still coughing, but with every breath, his lungs feel a little cleaner.

“Wait!” Aksel calls out suddenly. “Stop!”

Kristoffer doesn’t want to stop. He wants to keep going until he collapses from exertion. But he does as Aksel says and turns back around.

Aksel coughs and spits, resting his hands on his knees to catch his breath. “We did it,” he says, pointing back up the hillside. “They’re not following us.”

Kristoffer looks up at the cave. Smoke is billowing out the opening and rising towards the sky. A little off to the side—conveniently out of reach of the smoke—is a figure holding a rifle.

Kjell raises a hand and sends a salute to Kristoffer.

“That’s him,” Aksel snarls. “Fucking psycho.”

“I know,” Kristoffer says hoarsely. “What about Ragnar?” It was meant to be a thought, but he said it out loud.

“I’m pretty sure he’s dead,” Aksel says regretfully. “That other guy, too. They’ve stopped screaming at least.”

Kristoffer listens. Aksel is right. No more shouting. No more shooting, either.

“We better get going,” Aksel says, spitting again. “As soon as the dead fucks lose interest in those poor pricks, they’ll be coming for us.”
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While he waits on top of the cave, he eats the Mars bar he found in the glove compartment of the truck. They probably belonged to Nils. That guy had a sweet tooth.

Kjell savors the taste of the chocolate while listening to the screams and shouts from below. They fire a few rounds—which he expected—but then he hears the grid break down, and the infected start pouring into the cave.

“Shoulda made that out of something other than wood, you old moron,” Kjell mutters, popping the last bite into his mouth, then throwing the paper away. He gets to his feet and takes up position. From up here, he can see anyone who comes out of the cave, and he’s ready to put them down.

Some of the infected still haven’t made it into the cave, but they’re pushing eagerly.

Suddenly, a person comes crashing out in a hail of smoke and embers and pieces of burning wood.

Kjell almost fires. But to his surprise, it’s not the old guy. It’s Jakob. He rolls around like a stuntman and jumps to his feet. He has a rifle, but it must be out of ammo, because he holds it by the barrel and uses it like a bat. The infected people immediately come for him, and he starts taking swings at them. The giant fucking dog—the joker that Kjell hadn’t seen enter into the picture and that he almost had to shoot so it wouldn’t ruin his plans—comes jumping out next. It joins the fight and helps Jakob take down the attackers.

A minute or so passes. More shouting and screaming. Kjell waits patiently, keeping the rifle ready. Neither Jakob nor the dog has glanced up once, and they have no idea Kjell is standing right above them. They’re busy fighting off the infected.

Then the next person comes jumping out. It’s still not Ragnar, but the gay guy. He manages to knock a big part of the grid free, and it lands on his legs. Screaming and writhing, Jakob has to come to his rescue and pull him free. They then bolt. Climbing over the wall, they run down the mountain. The infected people don’t bother following them. Instead, the last few of them shamble into the cave where the party is still going.

Kjell lets the boys leave. They’ve both been cooperative. His beef isn’t with them.

“Shoot!” Ragnar shouts, and then a pistol starts firing.

After a few more minutes, it gets quiet.

The fire is still crackling, but less intense now.

No more shots. No more screams.

Kjell waits another minute. Still no Ragnar.

He climbs down and peeks into the cave. The grid is mostly gone, reduced to ashes. It’s hard to see in there due to the lingering smoke, but he can make out several figures. All of them lying on the floor. Except one, who’s sitting up.

Kjell slips inside. He moves along the wall.

Ragnar senses Kjell and turns his head. Kjell points the rifle at his face.

Ragnar doesn’t flinch. He just shows his teeth—which are strikingly white behind the ash-covered visor of the gas mask—in a menacing stare. The pistol is lying next to him. Kjell counted eighteen shots. It’s empty. There are no other firearms within Ragnar’s reach. A large machete is on the other side of him, but he doesn’t go for it.

“What’s wrong?” Kjell asks. “You tired, old man?”

Ragnar doesn’t answer. He just pulls off the gas mask and flings it aside. He’s breathing heavily. Both from fighting off and killing all the infected people, but also from something else. It sounds like pain.

Kjell steps a little closer, and he notices Ragnar is clutching his thigh. His pants are torn, revealing the shin. Four bloody stripes run across the skin.

“Oh,” Kjell says, lowering the rifle. “That’s too bad. I was kinda hoping for an old school duel. Like in the old west, you know? But now I see why you’re probably not up for it. You’re already dead.” He says that last part with a wide grin.

Ragnar seems about to answer, when one of the figures on the ground suddenly sits up with a groan. It’s Jan. He’s still wearing a gas mask. Little good it did him; his neck has been clawed open.

Ragnar immediately grabs the machete.

“Allow me,” Kjell says, taking aim at Jan. “You’ve done enough. And this fucking guy always annoyed me.”

He blows Jan’s brains out over the cave floor, and Jan falls back down.

He looks back at Ragnar. “Where were we? Oh, right. I was about to ask you about your plans. Are you gonna let the infection kill you, or will you use that blade to end things on your own terms?”

Ragnar just glares at him.

“You’ve got nothing to say to me?” Kjell asks. “I’ll probably be the last person you ever talk to, so if there’s anything you need to get off your chest, now’s your chance.”

He doesn’t expect Ragnar to talk. But he does. And he sounds surprisingly—annoyingly—calm. “You’d better shoot me too. If you don’t, I’m coming back for you.”

Kjell smiles. “You’re a true warrior. Your parents named you right.” He sighs. “Well, it’s been fun, old buddy. Guess I’ll leave you to it.”

Saluting him, Kjell turns and walks out of the cave, whistling the tunes of I Feel Fine.
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“It’s absolute chaos down here, Patrick! The fear is palpable in the air! And I know—excuse me, sir—I know we’ve talked a lot about the COVID pandemic when it first rolled around back in 2020, but this … this is just … I have no words for it, Patrick … It’s almost like—please, sir, we’re filming here … Yeah, I think the scene around me speaks for itself, really …”

Ella pops another peanut into her mouth and chews slowly as she watches the mayhem unfold on the screen. It’s live footage from Bergen, which is only 90 minutes away from here. It’s also Norway’s second largest city. Ever since the infection broke out here in Mo, people in Bergen have been flipping out. A little over an hour ago, the infection reached the city, causing outright panic everywhere.

The reporter—a brave young guy with perfect hairdo and a handsome face—is trying his best to lock eyes with the viewers, but both he and the cameraman keep getting bumped into by folks rushing to empty the shelves of the grocery store.

“Despite total lockdown having been in effect now for … a little over seven hours … there are thousands of people in the streets, and it seems like everyone … please, could you stop pushing? It seems like everyone is determined to bring home as much proviant as they can possibly carry. We’ve had several reports of looting, and even violence and fires breaking out … The police have given up, and the military is expected to arrive any time now … Apparently, no one here in Bergen cares much about protocol or—”

Ella decides she’s heard enough. Grabbing the remote, she mutes the television. The living room falls quiet, and in the quiet she can hear the groans from the bedroom. She can also hear the background noises from the town outside the windows, even though they’ve gone down since she reached Juma’s place. Mostly, it’s engines roaring and guns going off now and then. The occasional scream.

Ella assumes most people are either dead, barricaded indoors, or have fled town by now. Military and police vehicles are the only ones still patrolling the streets, probably rallying up the infected. What they do with them, Ella isn’t sure. The reporter on television interviewed some chief of police, who made it clear that the infected were sick and should be treated as such—despite their “hostile behavior.” He said several times that vigilantism, taking the law into your own hands, and any acts of aggression against the infected were not only risky, but also highly illegal and punishable by law. He wanted to squash any rumors about “walking dead people” or “zombies,” stressing again that this was an illness, not the apocalypse, and that a cure was right around the corner. He likened it to COVID, saying that the Norwegian people must exude the same calm and bravery that people in Wuhan did when the Coronavirus first broke out.

Ella just watched in stunned silence. She wondered if the police chief had been face to face with any of the infected yet. Judging by his well-groomed moustache and impeccable uniform, she doubted it.

As much as he tried to dampen the panic, however, it did little to dampen the riots going on in every major city. Ella isn’t sure if anyone is even still watching the news. Oslo, the capital, is still six hours away from any confirmed case of infection—the police chief said so himself—and yet the city is already in uproar, with people fleeing by car, ship, and even private planes taking off without permission.

If the infection hasn’t already spread to the neighboring countries, it will within hours. Probably Sweden first. Then Denmark. And through Denmark, Germany. From there, it would be a free-ride throughout mainland Europe. From what Ella could read online, the UK, Germany, Holland, France, and Russia were already closing their borders and ordering people to stay home until further notice. If what’s playing out on the screen in front of her is any indication, however, she doubts very much the lockdown procedures will do much to stem the flood. People simply aren’t fooled.

She’s been scrolling social media too. Everywhere on Facebook, she sees the word “zombie.” One of her old classmates, a secluded guy who never said much, posted a picture of himself in full camouflage, holding a huge knife along with a rifle. He’s standing somewhere in the woods, with the caption saying, Who’s paranoid now? See you on the other side! #zombies #apocalypse

Ella checks her phone again. Still no reply from her mom. No missed calls, either. A knot of anxiety is starting to form in the pit of her stomach. She knows her mother is strong-willed and able to act even under pressure. She’s also clever and careful. She wouldn’t allow herself to get cornered by the infected, and she wouldn’t take any stupid chances either.

The only thing that Ella worries might have gotten her mom in trouble is her sense of duty. She will probably follow orders way beyond the point of no return. It’s just how she is. If her superiors sent her into the line of fire, Ella doubts very much her mom would disobey. She’s proud and loyal to a fault.

Please don’t sacrifice yourself for a lost cause, Ella thinks, looking at her mom’s number, considering calling her for the umpteenth time. She’s just about to do it, when she hears the floorboards creek.

She looks over to see Juma entering the room. He sighs, pulls off a rubber glove, and runs a hand over his frizzy hair.

“Any news?” Ella asks, putting her phone away.

“I was gonna ask you,” he says, nodding towards the television.

“Nothing good,” she says. “It’s reached Bergen.”

“Oh.” He doesn’t really sound surprised. He just stares blankly at the television for a moment.

“What about your aunt?”

“Huh?” He blinks and comes to. “Well, it’s the same. I don’t think I’m going back in there.” He rubs his eye with the base of his hand. “It’s messing with my head, seeing her like that. I mean, she’s dead. I know that. But …” He shrugs twice.

“I get it,” Ella says. “I’m sorry.”

Juma comes over and sits down next to her. He wrings his hands. “The interesting thing now is you. I ran the tests.”

“And?” Ella feels her pulse rise slightly despite herself.

Juma looks at the floor for a moment, then back up at her. “Did you get any vaccines this year?”

Ella shakes her head. “No.”

“Sure? No flu shot? COVID?”

“I got the COVID vaccine once, but that’s, what, three years ago now?”

“Huh. Well, I’m afraid we’re none the wiser, then.”

“What does that mean?”

“There were no antibodies in your system.” He says it like she’s supposed to know what that means.

“Those are the things that the body makes to fight off viruses, right?”

“Viruses or bacteria, yes. There should be at least some present in your blood. They should point us to which pathogen you’d been infected with. But …” He does that double-shrug again—obviously an unconscious habit he has.

“So what? No antibodies, no cure. Right?”

He nods.

Ella leans back and blows away her bangs. “Damnit. I didn’t really expect it, but I guess I was hoping anyway.” She casts a sidelong glance at him. “What is this thing, then?”

Juma is looking at the screen. He seems lost in thought again. They’re now showing an overhead view, either from a helicopter, or maybe a drone. People are running in the streets, carrying bags, rucksacks, even suitcases. A dad is pulling along a child in each hand and there’s one on his shoulders, too. The sight is awfully heartbreaking, and Ella looks away.

She pops the question that’s been on her mind ever since she came here. “Is it something supernatural?”

Juma looks at her, his eyebrows slightly raised. “I don’t believe in the supernatural.”

“Me neither,” she says. “But if there’s no natural explanation …”

Juma just looks at her, so she goes on.

“Okay, check this out …” She takes out her phone. “I Googled ‘zombie origin’ and I found this article … They list five general types. Chemical, biological, technological, constructed, or supernatural. If we rule out any viruses or bacteria, then the first two are out. And ‘technological’ means that some sort of machinery is used to keep the bodies going, like semi-robots, and that’s obviously not the case. Constructed zombies would be like the Frankenstein monster, and that’s out, too. So there’s really only one type left. Let me just read what it says …” She clears her throat. “Supernatural causes for zombies include some form of paranormal or metaphysical components. They are inexplicable to modern science and have no other detectable causation. Some versions use witchcraft, sorcery, or some kind of religious rituals, for example voodoo. These can all be viewed as possessions rather than physical illnesses, and they often refer to spirits or curses. Others stem from cultural myths and folklore, particularly of Northern European origin. These include the German nachzehrer and the Norse draug …”

She stops reading and pauses for a moment. She already read the text twice over in her head, but somehow, reading it aloud feels different. Particularly that very last word.

Draug.

She says it in her mind a couple of times, and it almost seems to reverberate in her head. For some reason, it gives her the chills.

Looking at Juma, she sees him staring back at her, and she gets the feeling he might have felt the same.

None of them speak right away.

Finally, Juma says, “I’m not superstitious.”

“Me neither,” Ella says, getting a strong feeling of déjà-vu. “But if there’s—”

She’s interrupted by a loud crash from the hallway.
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For two seconds, Juma and Ella just stare at each other.

“What the hell was that?” Ella asks.

“I think it came from the front door,” Juma says.

Then, as Ella is about to say something else, there comes another, similar crash. This time, it’s followed by a sound of wood breaking and something falling to the floor. Someone evidently just broke down the front door, and now that someone comes trampling into the hallway. A male voice shouts: “Come on, Lukas!”

Juma runs to the door to the living room, which is ajar. He’s about to slam it shut, when he sees a huge guy in the hallway. What makes Juma pause is the fact that he’s holding hands with a boy, not much older than five. In the other hand, the dad holds a shiny metal pole. He looks around frantically, apparently trying to decide which room to head for. Behind him, the front door is wide open. A big piece of the frame has come off, and it’s very obvious that the door can no longer be closed, much less locked.

“They’re coming, Dad!” the boy shrieks, glancing back.

“I know,” the dad grunts, going for the bedroom. As they step aside, Juma gets a view of the landing through the open front door. And what he sees makes his heart sink. A pack of infected people are scaling the stairs and headed right for the apartment. There’s at least five of them, and they’re moving fast.

“Fuck!” the guy exclaims from the bedroom—no doubt he’s surprised to see Juri strapped to the bed in there—and he immediately comes backing out again, dragging along the boy.

“Watch out!” Juma hears himself shout.

His intention is to warn the guy, as the first infected person steps through the doorway in that moment. But Juma’s cry only serves as a distraction, making the guy instinctively wheel around and hold up the pole in a protective manner.

“Dad!” the boy screams, trying to pull his father out of harm’s way.

The guy turns halfway back around, taking a wild swing with his weapon as he does. He’s clearly as strong as he is tall, because even though the bar only grazes the top of the skull of the infected guy, it gives off a loud smack and sends him stumbling sideways.

It buys them just enough time to step back before the next in line lunges at them. This time, the dad is better prepared. He lets go of the boy to grab the bar with both hands and takes a proper swing at the person—a woman, not much older than Juma. She must see the bar coming, yet she does nothing to ward it off, and it connects with her jaw, audibly shattering bone, sending bits of teeth flying everywhere. She slumps to her knees, moaning, clearly rattled. But it only takes her a couple of seconds to regain her bearings and begin to get back up. As she does, the next guy steps over her, tripping in his eagerness to get at the father-son duo. As he falls, he reaches out both arms and grabs hold of the hoodie of the boy’s jacket. He would have pulled him down had the dad not grabbed the boy by the shoulder.

“Get your fucking hands off of him!” he roars out, lifting his leg so high that the knee almost touches his chin, then stomps with the force of a jackhammer. His boot crushes down on the nape of the guy’s neck, and his head is craned back in an awkward angle. It’s apparently enough to sever something vital, because the guy jerks briefly like an electrical current shoots through him, then goes limp. The dad soccer kicks the guy one more time for good measure, then sends another kick into the face of the woman who’s crawling forward.

The boy is screaming, still clutching his dad’s arm, while the guy is fighting off the attackers. Three more have squeezed through the front door, and the hallway is completely crowded.

It’s only when a hand grabs Juma’s shoulder and pulls him back that he realizes he’s been completely dumbstruck. He was just standing there for—how long? It feels like several minutes.

Ella rushes past him and shouts to the dad: “Hey! In here!”

The guy doesn’t hear her—he’s busy hammering and kicking away at the infected people, apparently set on beating them all to death right there in the hallway. But still more are coming into the apartment, and it’s clearly a losing battle. The boy sees Ella, then the open door to the living room, and he realizes there’s a safe haven within reach, so he begins pulling his dad along, screaming at him to come.

But the father doesn’t hear him.

Ella steps over there, grabs the boy’s hand, and with one hard tuck, she rips him free from his dad’s grip. The dad finally snaps out of it and whirls around, a wild look on his face. “No, Lukas!” He sees Ella and his son disappear into the living room and immediately follows, jumping through the doorway.

Juma is ready—he’s regained enough of his senses to know his part—and he slams the door, leaning his back against it.

Ella has pulled the boy all the way to the coffee table, clearly wanting to get him away from the hallway. The dad stalks to them across the floor, breathing like a furious bull. He’s clearly about to attack Ella when the boy steps in front of her, reaching up both arms. “Daddy!”

The guy kneels down, wraps his son in a one-armed embrace, then, lifting him clean off the floor, he points the pole at Ella, then Juma, as though it’s a magic wand he can use to fend them off. “You guys … are you infected?”

“No,” Juma says right away, realizing he’s holding up his hands in a cartoonish I-surrender-gesture, and he forces himself to lower them. The sight of the dad towering in the middle of the living room is almost as scary as the infected people in the hallway. He’s still heaving for breath, sweat is running down his forehead, and his pupils are like pinpricks. He’s clearly no stranger to the gym—even through the sweatshirt, his bulky shoulders and pecs are visible. He’s wearing earrings and sporting a modern hairdo—completely buzz cut around the sides and back, and on top of his head is a nest of what probably started as a neat bun, but now looks more like a bird’s nest after a storm.

“Are you?” Ella asks.

The dad looks at her, lowers the pole, then shakes his head once. “No. We’re fine. Right, Lukas?”

The boy looks up at his dad and nods emphatically. “What about Mommy, Dad?”

“I told you, she’s fine, too,” the guy says in an offhand manner that makes Juma suspect he’s lying.

“But the sick people, they were everywhere, Dad. I saw them go into the room where Mommy was, and I heard—”

“Listen to me,” the guy says, crouching down to look his son in the eye. “Mommy is fine. We’ll call her as soon as we get out of the city.”

The boy looks worried. “But can’t we take Mommy with us?”

“No, we can’t.”

“Why not?”

“Because we can’t get to her. You said so yourself. The sick people got into the courthouse, and they were everywhere.” The boy is about to say something, when the dad goes on: “But Mommy is safe. The guards are protecting her. They’re taking her somewhere safe.”

“Will we … will we go to the same safe place as Mommy?” the boy asks.

“Yeah, sure,” the man says, getting back up—another half-baked lie, Juma thinks.

Ella walks past the man and his son, and the guy pulls the boy aside, clearly not wanting Ella to come too close. She pretends not to notice, but goes to Juma and looks down at the knob. “Can this door be locked?”

“No,” Juma says, feeling the bumps from the other side as the infected people clamber to get in.

“Damnit,” she mutters, looking at the hinges. “And it opens this way. We need to barricade it.” She glances around. The living room is modestly furnished. They have no particularly heavy furniture, save for the couch. “That,” Ella says, apparently coming to the same conclusion as Juma. She looks at the dad. “Push that over here.”

The guy scoffs. “You giving me orders now?”

“I think that’s the least you can do after kicking in the front door,” Ella says coolly.

The guy looks at her, clearly not expecting any back talk. “We’re leaving,” he says. “We’re getting the hell out of town and as far away from here as we can.”

“We need to meet up with my mom,” the boy adds. “She’s also being taken somewhere outside of town.”

“Yeah, I heard,” Ella says, forcing a smile. She looks back up at the guy. “How many of them followed you up here?”

He wipes sweat off his brow and takes a breath through his nose. “I don’t know. Ten, maybe.”

“There were more than that, Dad,” the boy interjects. “At least a thousand!”

The dad grunts. “He only knows the numbers up to twelve. Okay, so, let’s say twenty. I didn’t stop to count ’em—I just fucking ran. I saw the door to the building open, and I—”

“Again?” Juma blurts out, cursing Gunhild in his mind.

The guy sends him a brief look before looking back at Ella. “We would have been dead if I hadn’t kicked down your door. When this shit is over, I’m happy to pay for a locksmith to fix it.” Apparently hearing a noise from the bedroom, the guy glances in that direction, then asks, “What the hell is the story about the old woman in there? You caught one of them? What were you doing with her?”

“I, uhm,” Juma mutters. “I was trying to figure out what’s wrong with her. What this thing is.”

The guy snorts. “You kidding?” He points at the door with the metal pole. “They’re zombies, dude. Walking fucking corpses. You don’t have Netflix where you come from?”

Juma feels a sudden anger at the bigoted remark. “We do,” he says. “And we also have common sense. We know corpses can’t walk.”

The guy doesn’t rise to the challenge—he doesn’t seem at all interested in getting into an argument. He just runs a hand through his messy hair and mutters, “You can use all the common sense you like, man. Those fucking things are dead.”

“They’re not dead, Daddy. Timmy told me that his dad said they’re sick, and that they’re—”

“Timmy’s dad is full of shit,” the guy cuts him off, making the boy shrink.

Ella goes to the couch and tries to push it. Juma holds no illusions she can do it by herself. When they moved in, they had it taken apart into three sections, then the movers lifted them up one at a time. The floor is carpeted, which won’t make it easier.

Still, Ella bends over and gives it a push. It hardly moves. She dips down lower, putting her shoulder into it. By placing her foot on the wall, she gains enough momentum to make the couch move a couple of inches. But as soon as it’s too far from the wall for her to push against it, it stops again. She tries to dig her feet into the floor, but they slip on the carpet.

“Damnit,” she pants, sending the guy a look. “Can you please just give me a hand here?”

The guy has taken a seat on the coffee table and pulled out his phone. “Fuck, they’ve closed all the roads …”

“Daddy,” the boy says, nudging him. “The woman asked you something.”

“Wha’?” he says, looking over at Ella. “Oh, cut that out. I’m not blowing out my back. I told you, we’re leaving. I just need to figure out where it’s safe to go.”

“Leaving, how?” Ella asks, throwing out her arms.

“Leaving through there,” the guy says, pointing over his shoulder at the terrace door. The balcony on the other side has a couple of chairs and a tiny table where Juri used to sit and sip her tea in the afternoons, enjoying the warm sunlight. Below is the frozen lawn and a playground for the kids of the block.

Juma looks at the guy. “You’re aware we’re on the third floor, right?”

The guy glances up at him. “There’s a fire escape ladder, right?”

“No.”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake. What kinda ghetto is this?”

Juma hasn’t encountered a lot of racism since he came to the country a few years ago. But it has happened now and then. A muttered remark. A sneer. Someone shifting to the other sidewalk when they see him coming. Never anyone saying something downright racist to his face. Not until now. And he’s surprised to find how angry it makes him. He studies, pays taxes, and even does volunteer work. Not to mention caring for his aunt for the past many months. He hasn’t been a burden to anyone. He very much intends on giving back to this society that took him in when he had to flee his own country.

And if the guy in front of him hadn’t been six foot six, Juma just might have told him all this. Instead, he just grinds his teeth and scowls at him, which the guy doesn’t even notice.

“Wait, do I know you?” Ella asks, apparently ignoring the remark.

The guy sends her a brief, but significant look, before saying: “No, you don’t.”

He’s an awful liar, Juma thinks.

Ella obviously picks up on it too, because she looks at him even more intently. “Yeah, I know you,” she mutters. “Where have I seen you?”

The guy pretends not to hear her, striding instead to the balcony door and looking out the window. “There’s gotta be a way to get outta here.”

Ella snaps her fingers. “You’re that guy—Bogart! Rasmus Bogart! The handball player.”

“Boquist,” the guy sneers without turning around.

“Right, Boquist. You’re on the national team …” She says this in a tone that holds both surprise and disappointment. Probably because she’s saddened to meet a prominent athlete—someone she watched on television and perhaps even admired for his skills—only to realize he’s a racist douche in real life.

“My dad scored the winning penalty goal against Denmark in the semifinal of the Olympic Games,” the boy tells Ella in a voice brimming with pride. He recites the words as though he’s uttered that exact phrase countless times.

“I remember,” Ella tells the boy, smiling again. “I watched that match with my mom.”

“I watched it with my mom too!” the boy exclaims, clearly forgetting all about the dire situation he’s in. He’s beaming at Ella. “I got to stay up late because my dad was playing and the game was a really important one and he scored the winning penalty goal! My mom was so happy she cried, and we—”

“Lukas,” the guy grunts over his shoulder. “Please keep quiet.”

The boy ducks as though his dad had just struck him. “Sorry, Daddy. I was just telling them about the big game.”

“Yeah, well, don’t make any new friends. We’re about to leave.”

“You keep saying that,” Juma remarks. “Could you please help us barricade the door first? At least just hold it while we move the couch. That would be—”

Suddenly, there comes a hard shove from the door. Juma is used to the bumps and thuds by now, but this one is considerably harder, and because he’s talking, it catches him off guard. It feels like someone simply falls into the door. At the same time, the handle is struck—probably by accident. But it’s enough for the door to open half an inch.

Juma cries out in surprise and immediately thrusts back with all his weight, expecting the door to slam shut again. But it doesn’t. Instead, it meets some kind of resistance. He pushes harder, digging his heels into the carpet. But he’s unable to close the door.

“Fuck!” Ella shouts, running to help him. But even as she joins in, the door won’t close all the way.

Juma looks to the side and sees to his horror a set of gnarly, bloody fingers caught in the crack. They’re clawing away at the air, while at the same time turning dark and thick due to the pressure from the door. Other fingertips are also pushing to squeeze through. The infected people on the other side are suddenly much more eager in their attempts at getting in. They grunt and moan excitedly, and they bump and push against the door harder than ever before.

“We can’t … we can’t hold them!” Juma cries, as he feels the door open another inch, despite the fact that both he and Ella are giving it everything they’ve got. “There are just too many of them!”

“For crying out loud, you fucking moron!” the handball guy roars, glaring at Juma. “You had one job, man!”

“Daddy! Daddy!” the boy screams, running to his father. “They’re coming!”

“Help us!” Ella hisses through gritted teeth.

The guy doesn’t even bother to answer. He just turns and rips open the balcony door, pulling the boy after him out into the cold air.
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The door is slipping. Every few seconds, the zombies gain half an inch more, and another set of fingers pops through the crack. By now, the skinny ones have their entire hands inside, and they’re eagerly groping the air, trying to catch hold of anything. The sound of their growling voices is filling Ella’s ears, battling with the speedy drum of her own pulse.

“This won’t work,” she says, looking around. She catches sight of a pair of scissors on a shelf. “Hold it!” she tells Juma. “I’ll be right back!”

“No, wait!” he shouts. “Don’t go! I can’t—”

But Ella has already lunged for the shelf. She grabs the scissors and heads right back. Juma is standing in an arch, leaning his shoulder blades against the door. He’s pale, his eyes are huge, and he’s heaving for breath. The door is open half a foot now, and arms are tearing away at his clothes. A couple of heads are trying to get through the opening, black eyes gleaming, teeth snapping.

Ella throws herself back up against the door and begins stabbing wildly with the scissors. Her initial plan was to cut off the fingers sticking through the crack, but it’s way too late for that. Instead, she has no other hope but to deter the undead by ripping their limbs to shreds.

Of course, it doesn’t work. Feeling the scissor blade puncture their flesh only makes the zombies all the more eager to grab her, and one of them succeeds in getting hold of her wrist. Ella tears free, shrieking from pain as the nails leave pink stripes around her skin.

“It’s no use,” Juma pants, shaking his head. “We gotta make a run for it …”

“There’s nowhere to run,” Ella says, dropping the scissors. She steps back and begins kicking the arms with the sole of her shoe. It’s like stuffing live worms into an overfilled box, but she does manage to get one or two pushed back, and the door closes a couple of inches. Then there’s a renewed onslaught from the other side, and Juma slips. The door springs open as he goes tumbling across the floor.

The sight of the undead spilling into the room is so harrowing, Ella feels her heart stop.

She just stands there. Her first instincts are to turn and run, but a deeper intuition makes her stay, telling her she’s not in any danger.

And sure enough—the zombies shuffle around her like she’s nothing more than a tree to them. There are a lot of them. At least two dozen. They just keep coming. And they all head for Juma, who’s run to the balcony door. He tries to rip it open, but Boquist is—to Ella’s shock and horror—holding it shut from the other side.

Juma screams, looks back, screams some more, yanks the handle hard enough that the glass jitters. But Boquist is stronger. He holds firm with a grim look.

“Let go!” Ella hears herself scream over the roar of the zombies. “Let him out! There’s still time!”

But there isn’t. There was. But now there isn’t.

Juma realizes this, and he goes completely crazy. Clawing away at the glass, he apparently tries to dig through it with his nails. Then, at the last second, he turns around and starts swatting at the zombies. They fall on him like a pack of lions on a wounded gazelle.

Ella closes her eyes.

Juma’s scream pierces the air. Then the sound is drowned out by the rasping, guttural sounds of the zombies eating away at him.
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Ella just stands there for several seconds, covering her ears, her eyes squeezed shut. The zombies bump and shove as they rush by her to join the fun. The stench from all the dead bodies fills the living room, and it quickly becomes claustrophobic, which is what finally gets her moving.

Opening her eyes, but keeping her gaze on the floor, she turns around and makes her way back to the door. The zombies willingly huddle aside so as to not bump into her—at least those who can. The room is already crammed by now, and Ella has to push her way through the door to the hallway. More dead people are still entering the apartment. Ella makes it out into the stairwell and begins the descent against the stream. On the second-floor landing, a group of zombies is clawing away at the door which has a sign saying GUNHILD ENGHART. Ella remembers Juma mentioning the name of his downstairs neighbor, and Gunhild is obviously still alive in there.

When Ella finally reaches the door to the parking lot, she squeezes past the last few zombies and gulps in a deep breath of fresh air. Her stomach is all tight and nauseous. Juma’s harrowing death scream still echoes in her mind.

The thought of him reminds her of the guy and his son. They’re still on the balcony. Unless they found a way to climb down.

Ella goes around the block. She encounters a few zombies on her way. They’re wandering about, seemingly without any clear destination in mind. They’re turning their heads this way then that, and Ella gets the impression they’re searching like satellite dishes, trying to pick up on a trace.

Probably not many living people left around here, she thinks grimly. That’s why so many of them followed Boquist and his boy.

She comes around the building to see the lawn on the other side. It’s got a playground with a sandbox, a seesaw, and a couple of swings. Below the latter lie two figures. It looks like a mom and her kid. They’re both face down in the sand, and they’re not moving.

Ella feels even more sick to her stomach.

I need to get the hell outta here … All this death and mayhem … I’ll lose my mind …

“Hey!”

A gruff voice calls out over the lawn, and Ella stops to look around.

“Hey, up here!”

She tilts back her head to see Boquist waving to her from the balcony. Below are already five or six zombies reaching up at him, and more are coming, walking across the frozen grass.

“How the hell did you get out?” Boquist asks, looking like he’s seeing a ghost. “Why aren’t they coming for you?” He gestures towards the zombies on the ground. One of them shuffles right past Ella without as much as looking at her.

“I’m immune,” she says.

“Wha’?”

“I’m immune!” she calls out louder.

“Immune?” He looks even more perplexed. “You mean, like, you got a vaccine or some shit?”

“No,” Ella says. “I don’t know how, but the virus doesn’t affect me.”

The guy just stares at her for a long moment. Then, apparently, his son says something, because Boquist looks down at something behind the balcony wall and mutters, “I know, Lukas. Just chill, all right? Stop crying.”

It’s only now that Ella becomes aware of the sound of sobs and sniveling over the growls and moans of the zombies. Somehow, hearing the boy cry makes Ella’s mind snap back into proper functioning, and she remembers why she came back here.

“Look,” she says, “I’ll help you down. But I need to find a ladder. It might take a while.”

“Yeah, well, could you hurry?” Boquist asks, not a trace of gratitude in his voice. “We’re fucking freezing up here. And I’m not convinced that glass door will hold them back forever. It’s already given off a nasty noise, and I think—Lukas, for fuck’s sake, will you be quiet? I’m trying to think here!”

“Don’t talk to him like that!” Ella snaps—surprising herself.

Boquist looks down at her with as much surprise. “What did you just—”

“Let’s get this clear,” Ella cuts him off, pointing up at him. “I’m not doing this for you. If your son hadn’t been with you, I’d be long gone, and you could stay up there and freeze to death. That’s what you deserve, you selfish prick.”

The guy squints at her. His upper lip jitters, as though he wants to say something. But, apparently realizing he’s not in a position to make any kind of argument, he just gives a brief nod, then mutters, “Thanks for helping us. If you don’t mind, please hurry.”

“I will.” She turns to leave, then thinks of something and looks back up at the guy. “Tell your son it’ll be OK. And give him a hug, will you? If nothing else, then at least to keep him warm.”

She hastens across the lawn before Boquist has time to answer.
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Finding a ladder proves a lot easier than she feared. Evidently, a lot of homeowners need to have access to their roofs—Ella assumes to keep the gutters clean.

Already by the third house she sees one leaning against a trailer full of broken plasterboards. Seems like the owner has been busy pulling down a ceiling or something, and might have been on his way to the landfill when he suddenly got other concerns. But the ladder is only around ten feet long and wouldn’t do much good in helping Boquist and his boy.

A few more houses down and she sees another ladder. This one is the type that can be extended and become twice as long as its original length. Fully extended, it looks like it’ll reach the second-floor balcony. Which isn’t quite long enough. But it’ll probably be the longest she’ll be able to find.

Ella looks up at the windows of the house. The drapes are drawn, and no lights seem to be on in there. Either the owners are still there, or they left. There’s no car in the garage, which is open. The ladder is hanging on the outside of the garage wall. It’s not locked or anything, and Ella can just walk up and take it. She doesn’t feel particularly good about stealing, but she’s also not too troubled about it. Thinking about the boy and his big, brown eyes is all the motivation she needs to lift down the ladder and begin the walk back.

It’s not as heavy as she feared, but it’s cumbersome to walk with, and she almost smashes a window of a car that’s left by the curb.

After only a couple of houses, her arms are tiring, and she puts down the ladder in order to rest. The street is eerily quiet. A few hundred yards down, a group of zombies is crossing the road, apparently headed in a particular direction. She hears someone growl and sees three zombies huddled together by a window.

Then something occurs to her. The ladder will only reach the second floor, which means she needs something to reach the next balcony. Inside the garage was a lot of tools and garden equipment. She’s pretty sure she saw a roll of rope. So, she goes back.

The rope turns out to be a garden hose. Ella takes the end and bends and twists it. It’s pretty flexible. And it’ll no doubt carry the weight of Boquist. So, she takes the entire roll, sticks her head through it, and goes back to the ladder.

This time, as she leaves the driveway, she sees a face staring at her from the nearest window of the house, and she jumps.

It’s an old guy, and behind him is the face of younger woman—possibly the guy’s daughter. They’re both eyeing her silently, contempt on their faces.

“I’m sorry,” Ella says, shrugging. “I need it to save a little boy.”

They probably can’t hear her. Even if they can, they wouldn’t buy her story for a second. Why would they? How could a garden hose save anyone?

A grunt from the other side. Two zombies come out from behind the garage. They look like they just passed through a thick hedge; twigs and leaves in their hair and on their clothes. They give Ella a quick glance, then head for the window. The old guy reaches up and pulls the drapes, cutting them from view. The zombies don’t care; they just begin fumbling away at the glass.

Ella feels a flash of heat, and she looks down at her wrist. The wound looks bad. The skin is bulging, and it’s taken on that nasty, greenish hue.

Damnit. I might get sick again.

She hurries back to the ladder, picks it up, and heads for Juma’s apartment. As she walks briskly, she’s aware of the fever rising and her wrist pulsating. For a moment, she worries that this time, the virus will get her. That she’ll fall ill again, pass out, and not wake up. That she’ll—

“God chose you, Ella.”

Hagos’s voice in her mind, surprisingly clear. It gives her courage, and she takes a few deep breaths, exhaling the fear.

Ella still isn’t convinced she’s God’s chosen one. That she’s that special. There could very well be others like her.

But she does believe whatever the explanation is, it’s very important that she figures it out. Because she could be carrying inside her the key to stopping all this. A cure, maybe. Or at least some knowledge that could turn the tides before this wave of death and destruction swallows up the entire world.

She hoped Juma could help her figure it out. That he could maybe find something in her DNA or whatever.

But he’s dead now. Just like Hagos. Which means Ella is once again on her own.

I can’t die before I figure this out. That’s just not an option.

Her arms are getting tired again, but Ella doesn’t stop to rest.
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Aksel finds that going down the mountain is a lot faster than going up it.

They keep a steady pace just shy of running, making sure not to trip. Guardian is up front. The dog has the advantage of his two extra feet and seems to have little difficulty with the descent.

Aksel is really glad he came. He halfway expected Anne to pop up too, but apparently, Guardian came alone. Perhaps he wasn’t even told to. Maybe he just caught scent of his owner—who’s now dead, tragically—and bolted.

Whatever the case, Aksel feels better with the dog around. It might be an illusory feeling of protection, because obviously even a ferocious canine can’t protect them if they run into a horde of zombies, much less a maniac with a firearm. But still. Guardian’s nose and ears are very welcome. The dog looks very alert and seems to pick up on every little sound or odor, giving off deep growls every now and then to let them know he’s sensed something.

Since they had a decent head start, none of the undead have caught up to them, and the psycho-soldier also doesn’t seem to be in pursuit. The way he just saluted them from the top of the cave, a wry smile on his face, it didn’t seem like he was interested in them. That he might actually intend to keep his promise to leave Aksel alone after they reached the cave.

Still, Aksel doesn’t feel like slowing down. He’s exhausted beyond belief—he can barely feel his legs, and bolts of pain are shooting up his back constantly—but the last thing he wants is to stop, because then—

A gunshot makes them both crouch down.

Kristoffer stares at him. “That was pretty far away. I don’t think it was meant for us.”

“No,” Aksel mutters grimly, looking back up the mountain. “If it was, one of us would be dead now. That guy doesn’t miss.”

Guardian gives an impatient whimper, as though saying, “Hey, can we get going?”

Aksel is about to do so, when a vicious pain shoots up the back of his thigh. “Fucking hell,” he hisses, putting the weight on his other leg—which causes the muscles in that leg to cramp up too. He slumps to the ground, rubbing his thigh vigorously.

“Cramps?” Kristoffer asks.

“No, mosquito bites,” Aksel snaps. “Yeah, cramps! Fuck, it’s bad … why doesn’t it stop again?”

“You’re supposed to stretch,” Kristoffer says, stepping closer. “Massaging it is for afterwards.”

Before Aksel realizes what he’s doing, Kristoffer has bent down and pulled his leg out straight. He grabs his boot and twists his foot back hard.

“Hey, whoa, wait!” Aksel says, but immediately feels the muscles relent as they’re pulled taut. “Oh … fuck … that worked.”

“Of course it did. I don’t take it you’ve played a lot of football?”

“No, but I did a lot of climbing. Never got a cramp before. Damnit, the other one is still going …”

“Well, gimme that one too.”

Aksel lifts his leg, and Kristoffer grabs it and stretches it too. It alleviates the pain almost instantly. Aksel sighs deeply.

Guardian slinks around them a couple of times, then stops and simply looks at them. He seems very confused as to why they’ve stopped to do yoga in the middle of fleeing for their lives.

Suddenly, the situation seems both hilarious and very awkward to Aksel, and he almost bursts into laughter.

Instead, he says, “I think it’s over,” then tries to put his legs down.

“Give it ten more seconds,” Kristoffer says, holding firm. “Or you’ll just cramp up again as soon as you stand up.”

“No, really, I think I’m good.”

Kristoffer looks at him, shrugs, and lets go of Aksel’s boots.

Aksel only manages to get halfway up before the cramps return. “Damnit,” he grunts, trying to stretch his leg. It doesn’t really work when he’s standing up, and he has no choice but to sit back down. “Fuck me … I can’t be sitting around here like a moron all day …”

“We just need to do it another minute or so,” Kristoffer says, picking Aksel’s legs back up and resuming the stretch. He leans into it, to the point where Aksel’s hamstrings feel like they’ll rip.

“Hey, go a little easy,” he grunts.

“You want it to work, don’t you?” Kristoffer seems to notice something on Aksel’s face, because he raises one eyebrow. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.”

“Why are you looking at me like that?”

“Like what?”

“Like I’m infectious. I didn’t get bitten or scratched, you know.”

“No, I know.”

“Then what is it?”

Aksel moans as Kristoffer increases the stretch even more. “It’s just … this is fucking weird to me.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m not gay, okay? Sorry, man. I’m not homophobic, it’s just …”

Kristoffer shakes his head. “I’m not gay, either.”

Aksel blinks. “You’re not?”

“No. Why would you think that?”

Aksel feels heat rise to his cheeks. “But I thought … Didn’t the soldier say …? I’m sure he called you ‘the gay guy’ or something …”

Kristoffer scoffs. “Oh, right. It’s a long story. But no, I’m not gay.” He gives one last tug, lowers Aksel’s legs to the ground, then says dryly, “So if you think I’m trying to reenact Brokeback Mountain with you, you can relax.”

Aksel can’t help but chortle. “Good. Because, you know … Guardian is a big dog, but we can’t ride him home …”

“No, I know,” Kristoffer says earnestly and looks around. “We’ve got no tent, either.”

Aksel grins. “You actually watched the fucking thing, didn’t you? You are gay!”

“You watched it too, you dick,” Kristoffer says immediately, pointing at him. “How else did you know they had a horse?”

“It’s on the cover!”

“No, it’s not!”

“Well, then … I must have seen the trailer or some shit!” Aksel gets to his feet, chuckling hard now.

“Yeah, right,” Kristoffer says, snorting. “You watched it all the way through while beating the bishop!”

Aksel can’t keep it in. He throws back his head and howls with laughter. “Beating the … beating the … bishop? What the … hell kinda … expression … is that?” He manages to look out through tears and sees Kristoffer clutching his stomach, laughing like a maniac. He tries to say something, but Aksel can’t make it out.

The guys laugh hard for what feels like several minutes. Trying to catch his breath and wiping his eyes, Aksel does his best to look around to make sure no zombies are sneaking up on them. This only makes the whole scenario even more hilarious to him—the fact that they’re standing around here in the wilderness guffawing like a couple of lunatics with at least a dozen undead monsters are still roaming free. But he’s unable to fight it. The intense stress of the last days, the heartbreak, the fear … it all comes spilling out as shrill laughter. And he suspects Kristoffer is experiencing the exact same thing.

Finally, the spell seems to break, and the laughter dies out pretty abruptly.

The guys look at each other, snort and laugh some more, then finally compose themselves.

“Jesus, I needed that,” Kristoffer mutters, wiping away the last of the tears.

“Yeah, me too,” Aksel admits, patting Guardian on the head. “Poor dog. He thinks we lost our minds.”

Guardian—visibly relieved that the episode is over—whines and licks Aksel’s hand. Then he suddenly straightens up, raises his ears, and looks off in a certain direction. A cliff and a small patch of trees are blocking the view.

“I think he heard something from over there,” Aksel whispers.

Kristoffer has already picked up on it and is standing completely still, looking in the same direction as the dog.

Another gunshot from above makes all three of them flinch. It’s followed by another, then another.

Guardian sniffs the air and growls.

“Let’s get moving,” Kristoffer says.

Just as he’s about to follow, Aksel sees a head pop up from behind the cliff. Anne looks around, sees him, and waves.

“Wait!” Aksel calls. “It’s not zombies!”
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As Ella returns to the lawn, she can immediately tell the group of zombies below the balcony has grown considerably. She counts at least two dozen zombies now. And even from a distance, she can make out the row of pale, black-eyed faces pressing against the inside of the windows of Juma’s apartment.

On the balcony is Boquist. He’s crouching down, but he’s still tall enough that Ella can see his head. He looks out over the wall, sees her, and promptly raises an arm. “Hurry up! The fucking glass just broke!”

Ella feels a surge of adrenaline. Even though her arms are aching, she ups the speed. Crossing the lawn, she stops next to the group of zombies, drops the ladder and begins to fumble with getting it extended. She figures out the mechanism and pulls one half of the ladder out as far as it goes. Then, still wearing the hose across her chest, she lifts up the ladder—which proves the hardest part of it all. Fully extended, the ladder is very heavy, and she has to lift it from one end. She manages to lean the other end against the building, then gradually raise it by lifting in a series of hard thrusts, bringing the foot of the ladder closer to the wall, until the ladder is almost vertical.

Looking up, she sees Boquist staring down at her. “It’s not tall enough!” he calls out.

“No, I know,” Ella pants, beginning to climb. “You’ll have to use this to get to the balcony below.”

She scales the ladder without looking down—she’s not terribly afraid of heights, but also not too fond of them. Reaching the top rung, she can just get hold of the wall to the second-floor balcony, and she climbs over. Not pausing to catch her breath, she slips off the hose, takes the end, and, holding it over the wall, she propels it like a lasso. “Catch it!” she calls—unnecessarily so, because Boquist is already hanging out over the balcony wall above her, reaching for the hose with both hands.

Ella manages to get the hose swinging just enough that he can reach it. He grabs it on his first attempt—being a pro handballer, he’s clearly used to catching things—and he doesn’t waste any time, but immediately begins to yank the hose up.

Ella—her job done for now—slumps against the balcony wall. A wave of dizziness washes over her, and she almost falls down. Blinking fiercely, she shakes her head and whispers through gritted teeth, “Don’t pass out. Stay awake. The boy still needs you.”

She’s burning up. Her skin is both very hot, and at the same time, strong chills run up and down her back. She breathes through her nose and looks up. Boquist has fastened the hose to the metal rail that’s—very conveniently—running atop the wall. He’s run the hose around the metal bar several times, then tied it in a clumsy knot.

He reappears an instant later, the boy now on his arm. The boy is clinging to his dad, and as he looks down, he begins screaming.

“I told you not to look,” Boquist hisses. “Come on, Lukas. Grab the fucking rope!”

“It’s not a rope, Daddy! It’s a—”

“Just grab it! They’ll break through any second, damnit! Come on!”

Boquist uses his free hand to rip the boy free and swings him over the wall. The boy screams in terror as he feels the free fall for half a second. Then he’s dangling from his dad’s grip.

“Grab the hose! Grab it!” Boquist roars. “You have to climb down!”

“I can’t, Dad! I can’t!” The boy instead clamps onto the balcony wall.

“For fuck’s sake!” Boquist snarls. He’s about to say something else, when there comes a loud crash from behind him, followed by a shattering of glass and a choir of moans and groans.

Boquist glances back quickly, and as he turns his head back, his expression is suddenly one of grim determination. He swings one leg over the wall, and then comes the other leg. Still holding the boy’s arm with one hand, Boquist does a pretty impressive trick where he grabs the hose, runs it around his forearm once, then pushes off the wall.

He does it just a split second before the first dead person comes into view. Bumping against the wall, the dead guy grabs wildly for Boquist, who’s hanging on one arm from the hose. He gives off a groan of pain and exertion as he loosens the grip just enough for his hand to slide down the hose, and he lowers both himself and the boy down one inch at a time. Had he not been a professional athlete, he would probably not have been able to do it. Instead, they would both have fallen to the lawn, landing right in the crowd of flesh-eating monsters down there.

But Boquist has the grip-strength needed, and he keeps lowering them until Ella can reach his feet and guide them in over the wall to the second-story balcony.

“Take him,” he hisses.

Ella grabs hold of the boy and tries to pull him free, but he just screams even louder and buries his head in his dad’s shirt.

“It’s OK, Lukas!” Ella says. “You’re safe!”

The boy doesn’t hear her, and he doesn’t let go until Boquist all but pries him free. Ella catches the boy and sits him down gently. He whirls around to stare at her, finally realizing she’s not a zombie and is not going to eat him alive. He turns back towards his dad just as Boquist drops onto the balcony, frees his hand from the hose, and crouches down with a sigh. “Jesus fucking Christ …” He looks at his hand and wrist where the hose has left visible, red burn wounds across his skin. They’re almost deep enough to draw blood.

“Dad!” the boy shouts, running to embrace him.

Boquist grabs him by the collar with his unscathed hand, and hisses into his face, “You almost got us both killed. Next time, you don’t fucking panic. Got that?”

The boy’s face crumples up, and he begins wailing. “I want Mommy!”

“Yeah, well, that’s too bad,” Boquist mutters, letting go of the boy. “Because she’s …” He cuts himself off before he can say anything else.

Ella—even more horrified by how Boquist acts than the fact that the zombies almost got them—steps to the boy and wraps her arms around him. This time, he leans into the hug and hides his face in her jacket. She wants nothing more than to tell Boquist to get his fucking act together and stop berating his son, but instead she just holds Lukas and comforts him as he bawls his eyes out.

Suddenly, a figure comes plummeting from above. The person hits the top of the wall with a sickening thud, then disappears out over the edge.

Lukas is too busy crying, so he doesn’t see it. Boquist jumps to his feet. “Fuck me …”

He steps carefully closer to the wall and looks up. Then he quickly pulls his head back as another zombie comes flying. This one only hits the wall with one leg before it falls on.

Boquist sends Ella a look and grunts, “It’s raining infected people.”

“We need to get going,” Ella says. “If one of them lands here on the balcony …”

“Yeah, I know. Come on, Lukas.”

Boquist gestures for the boy to follow him as he heads for the glass door to the apartment.

The boy looks up from Ella’s jacket, sniffs and points. “Wait, Dad. There’s a … a lady in there.”

“Yeah, I bet there is,” Boquist says, grabbing the handle. He pushes hard, but it doesn’t open. “Hey!” he calls out, tapping the glass. “Could you open, please? We need to—” He stops talking, and Ella realizes half a second later why.

Just like the boy said, a woman—Gunhild—is standing in the middle of her living room. Her stance is pretty awkward. She has her feet wide apart, her arms stretched out in front of her, and her hands folded.

It would have looked comical if she wasn’t holding a gun.

“Shit,” Boquist mutters. “Is that a real—”

The balcony door explodes.
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To Ella, the next few seconds play out both very fast and very slowly at the same time. It’s like her immediate perception of the situation is slowed down, yet the logical part of her mind is aware that in reality, time is moving at the exact same speed as always.

She sees Boquist stagger backwards, hit the balcony wall, then slump to the ground with what she assumes is a groan or a sigh—her hearing has been reduced to a low, vibrating hum, as though she’s underwater and a motorboat is going by overhead.

She sees the boy run to his dad, looking like he wants to throw himself at him, then hesitate and instead just stand there, staring at him. Boquist is lying still in an awkward sideways position, his eyes staring at nothing.

She then turns her head and sees the woman—Gunhild—through the window. She too is staring at Boquist, and her expression is almost as shocked as the boy’s. She’s repeating something over and over. Ella reads her lips, and makes out, “Oh, my gosh … oh, my gosh … oh, my gosh …”

The boy starts wailing and calling his dad’s name. Ella turns her head to look at him briefly, and what she sees is truly heart-wrenching. The boy has crouched down and has placed a hand on his dad’s shoulder. It’s like he’s afraid to touch him properly, as though not wanting to hurt him any further, so he just nudges him gently, like one would do when trying to awaken someone from a nap.

Ella can’t bear to look at the scene, so she turns her attention back to Gunhild. And that saves her life.

Gunhild has swung thirty degrees right and is now aiming the gun at Ella. Her eyes are wild.

Ella’s body reacts before she has time to think. Her knees give way, and she drops below the window frame. Even before her hands touch the floor of the balcony, she feels the window explode just like the balcony door did, and something that sounds like an angry wasp zips by inches above her head. Then comes another deafening bang, followed by pieces of glass dropping around her, shattering on the hard floor.

Ella lifts her head to look at the boy who’s still sitting next to his dead dad. Now, he’s covering his ears and crouching down even further, trying to make himself small. It’s futile, however, because with the glass almost gone from the balcony door, he’s sitting pretty much squarely in the line of fire. Gunhild only needs to take one step left, and she’ll have a clear shot at the boy.

While Ella doesn’t feel completely like she’s all there, her analytical mind is working surprisingly well despite the shock. She holds no doubt that Gunhild will shoot and kill the boy, just like she shot Boquist and almost Ella, too. Why the woman is intent on killing them, Ella doesn’t know, and it doesn’t matter. What matters is she has only a few seconds to save the boy’s life.

Getting to her feet, running to him, yanking him out of the way—while that would not only take too long, it would also expose Ella and likely mean Gunhild would shoot them both.

Instead, Ella looks down to see her hand pick up a big, nacho chip-shaped piece of glass. She then gets up, and—just as she feared—she sees Gunhild having turned the gun back in the direction of the balcony door, still sporting that awkward stance she probably learned at a self-defense course after acquiring the gun and her permit. She’s also still muttering under the breath, “Oh, my gosh … oh, my gosh …” As though she can’t believe what’s happening, either, despite the fact that she’s the one doing it.

Ella played handball from a young age and only gave it up a couple of years ago. So she knows how to throw with very good accuracy. Obviously, a triangular piece of glass the size of a frisbee is very different from a ball, but that turns out not to matter all that much. The glass whizzes through the opening in the window and heads right for Gunhild. The woman is so focused on taking the shot at the boy that she doesn’t see it coming. The shard hits her right below the elbow, slicing through the sleeve of her woolen sweater.

Gunhild jolts and fires the gun. But because the glass strikes her arm right as she fires, she jerks the gun upwards, and the bullet goes into the ceiling, causing white plaster dust to drizzle down.

Ella finds herself moving with surprising speed. Stepping up onto the windowsill, more glass crunches under her shoe. She ducks down to squeeze through the broken window and jumps into Gunhild’s apartment.

Ella’s ears still feel like she’s underwater, but Gunhild’s shrill cry pierces through the muffled hum as the old lady turns over her arm and stares at her torn sleeve with blood starting to soak the fabric. What she’s saying, Ella doesn’t care. She also doesn’t give a damn about the fact that Gunhild is several paces away, and that if she wanted to, she had plenty of time to raise the gun again and fire at Ella who’s rushing towards her. Luckily, she’s too preoccupied with her wounded arm to notice anything else. Ella closes the distance in less than two seconds, and only when she’s standing right next to Gunhild does the woman see her.

She doesn’t have time to do anything about it, however, before Ella has clocked her on the jaw. The punch is so hard that Ella’s knuckles feel like they break on impact. Gunhild’s head is flung to the side, and she collapses to the floor. Ella is sure she’ll pass out, but she doesn’t. She’s clearly very rattled, though, and unable to get back up. She moves like someone who just woke up from anesthesia, gawking up at Ella with eyes full of confusion.

“Why the hell would you shoot at us?” Ella hears someone shout—it takes her a moment to realize it’s coming from her own mouth. “Are you out of your fucking mind? Seriously, what’s wrong with you?” She wants to stop talking, but she can’t. She’s too shocked, too scared, too furious. “You fucking maniac! You think you can just go around killing innocent people? How about killing the fucking zombies instead, huh? Would that be an idea? And not shoot at fucking kids!”

At that last word, Ella bends over and bellows into the face of Gunhild, causing spit to fly from her mouth. The woman recoils. Ella notices just how warm and stuffy the air in Gunhild’s living room is. It also reeks of cigarette smoke. The old lady mutters something about “infected” and “breaking and entering.”

“We’re not fucking infected,” Ella snarls. “And you could have just asked.”

Gunhild doesn’t answer. Instead, she goes for the gun, which has landed a few feet away. Ella swoops down and grabs it before Gunhild can get to it.

“You just don’t fucking get it, do you?” she hisses. She feels like kicking Gunhild in the face, and she just might have done so, if another noise hadn’t reached her at that moment.

A child crying.

Ella turns around to see the boy still out on the balcony, kneeling next to his dad. He’s looking in at Ella, and his eyes are running with tears. His lips bob as he sobs, “I can’t wake him up …”

Ella almost bursts into tears herself. She goes and unlocks the balcony door. Opening it, some of the glass still clinging on falls to the floor. She steps outside, puts the gun carefully in her jacket pocket, then picks up the boy. He’s heavier than he looks, and he fights back.

“No! I need to wake up my dad … Let go of me! I need to wake him up …”

“It’s okay,” Ella hears herself say as she brings the boy into the apartment. “It’s okay. It’ll be fine.”

The boy stops fighting, but begins crying even harder.

Ella doesn’t know what to do. So she simply sits down in a big, soft, smelly armchair and cradles the boy in her arms as if he was a newborn. He buries his face and cries into her chest, and Ella begins crying too.

She can’t help it. It’s all just too much. Hagos, Juma, and now the poor boy’s dad. While Boquist is the only one to die at the hands of another person, all three of them are gone because of other people. Had Marit not been such a selfish asshole, Hagos would probably still be alive. Had Boquist not held the door shut when Juma tried to get out on the balcony, he would probably have made it, too. And now Boquist himself is dead, gunned down by a crazy old lady who didn’t stop to ask before she started firing at all three of them.

The world has gone insane. Mankind is disintegrating. Ella never saw people act this way before. It’s like they’ve all turned into wild animals, throwing away every trace of humanity, gladly sacrificing or even killing others just to survive themselves. It terrifies her even more than the thought of dying did back in the bathroom when she spoke with Hagos. Because if people are giving up everything but their own survival, what’s the point? Sure they might make it, but at what cost? What will be left of humanity?

The thought scares her, and that makes her angry. So much so that she feels her jaw begin to clench, and she wants nothing more than to pull out the gun and fire away at Gunhild, who’s still scrambling on the floor, trying to get back up.

And she almost does it. Her hand is going for her pocket, when, once again, Hagos speaks in her mind.

“Me feeling anger, it changes nothing. Except that it fills my heart with hate.”

He said it about Marit. The person who basically signed his death warrant. He spoke of forgiving her, even though she didn’t deserve it. And in that moment, because she could feel Hagos really meant it, Ella got it. For a brief instant, she saw how he saw, and she understood. There was a deep peace in it. It was a peace that came with letting go of the hate.

But I can’t do it. I can’t forgive all these people … Marit, Boquist, Gunhild … they’re awful people. They’ve done horrible things. I can never forgive it all.

“You can,” Hagos says calmly. “It’s just a matter of wanting to.”

Ella bursts into tears once again. This time, she cries even deeper.
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Cut it out. You’re being a sentimental asshole.

Kjell keeps walking down the mountain, ignoring the impulse to turn around.

It’s stupid. It’s just a rotten old knife. You’ve got plenty of weapons.

But he hasn’t got that knife. His brother’s favorite. The one Lukas always kept on him, even when sleeping.

While it is just a knife, and definitely replaceable, it’s got a lot of sentimental value. Not just because Kjell was the one who bought it for Lukas—the first weapon he ever acquired. Illegally, of course. He wasn’t old enough to own a knife like that, and neither was Lukas. In this sad old country, both guns and knives are strictly prohibited to carry in public places. Unless, of course, you have a “sensible” reason for carrying it. Such as hunting or other practical purposes. But not self-defense—which Kjell always considered the most sensible reason of them all.

It doesn’t matter now. What matters is that the old pocketknife is probably still back up there, in the cave. Ragnar no doubt found it on Lukas, and the old guy must have recognized the excellent condition it was in—Lukas always took great care of it—and it’s very unlikely Ragnar would have discarded the knife, even if he had plenty of others. No, Ragnar undoubtedly filed away the knife somewhere up there in his already impressive arsenal. Kjell had made a mental note about taking back the knife after killing Ragnar—and then, as he stood there, flooded with the excitement of seeing the old warrior with the fresh scratches on his leg like a death sentence written in blood, he’d completely spaced on his brother’s knife.

Lukas would have slapped him for it.

Well, I’m not going back, Kjell tells himself firmly.

And yet he finds himself having stopped and turned halfway around. He’s looking back up the mountain. Already the cave is out of sight—it really is situated strategically, and he couldn’t have picked a better spot himself. Ragnar was a clever guy. Too bad he’s probably already dead by now. Those wounds were deep enough that it couldn’t have been more than minutes before the infection reached his central nervous system.

It’s been at least ten minutes since Kjell left the cave. Going back up there will take another twenty. There’s no way Ragnar is still breathing by then.

Kjell has already seen enough to have gotten a sense of the speed of this thing. Even the most superficial scratch, one barely drawing blood, would kill you. Best case, you had a few hours. When the skin was ripped open to reveal the flesh inside—like Ragnar’s had been—well, that only really left you time to fold your hands, say your prayers, and make peace with whatever power you believed in, because you were headed for the abyss pretty damn fast.

“You were supposed to slit the old guy’s throat,” Kjell mutters. “Remember? That was the deal.”

Lukas hadn’t upheld his end of the bargain. The knife had been a birthday gift, and in return, Kjell wanted him to stab their dad and make it look like suicide—that’s why Kjell chose a ’67 model, the same year the old guy was born. Lukas had just grunted at this and of course had never done it. That’s why Kjell had to break out the nail polish a few months later.

Kjell lets out a long breath. His thighs and calves are already tired from the long hike, and he really wanted to get back to the truck so he could sit his ass down. But now that the memory has played out in his mind, he knows there’s no way around it.

A sound from above, and a dead guy comes crashing out from some bushes. Kjell watches him silently as he approaches, stumbling downhill, almost tripping several times.

They really are a sight to behold up close. Those black eyes are enough to make his ball sack tingle. The guy opens his mouth to show a set of crooked front teeth as he eagerly closes the distance on Kjell.

Calmly, Kjell raises his gun and shoots the guy through the eyebrow.

The shot rings out over the valley, throwing back several echoes.

“All right,” Kjell sighs. “I’m doing this for you, man. Because I know how much you loved that knife.”

He begins striding back up the hill.
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When the tears finally subside, Ella feels a little better.

She wipes her eyes and sees that Gunhild is gone. She looks down at the boy. He’s sitting in her lap, staring at nothing. As though sensing her gaze, he looks up at her. His eyes are red, but he has stopped crying too.

“Why are you sad?” he asks meekly. “Are you sad because my dad died?” At this, he glances towards the balcony. Luckily, Boquist’s body isn’t visible from here.

“Yes,” Ella says, sniffing. “Yes, I’m very sad that your dad died. A lot of people died recently.”

The boy’s face crumples up again, but to Ella’s surprise, he fights back the tears. “I would like to go to my mom. Could you take me to her? I don’t think I can find her on my own.”

Oh, Jesus, Ella thinks, recalling Boquist saying in a grim tone when the boy said he wanted his mom, “Yeah, well, that’s too bad. Because she’s—” Then he cut himself off, obviously not wanting to finish the sentence. His mother’s dead too, Ella thinks, looking into the boy’s big, brown eyes.

She forces a smile and tells him, “Sure. We’ll find your mom.”

The boy lets out a sigh of relief. “Thank you. I really miss her, you know.”

“Yeah, I get that. I miss my mom too.”

Ella says it without really thinking about it. The thought of her mom makes her pull out her phone. Her heart leaps when she sees two missed calls from her.

She wants badly to call her up—forgetting for a moment all about the boy, the zombies still raining down from the balcony above, and even Gunhild, who must still be in the apartment—but it’s not the time. She needs to get going. Needs to focus on her immediate situation.

“Look,” she tells the boy, straightening up in the armchair. “I need to go and get your dad’s phone so I can call your mom. Okay?”

The boy immediately looks tense and begins shaking his head. “I don’t want to go out there again …”

“No, I know. I’ll go, you stay here.”

“No! I don’t want you to leave.”

“It’s all right, I’ll just be gone for a second. I’ll come right back, I promise.”

The boy doesn’t look happy at all, but he doesn’t object.

Ella gets up from the armchair, smiles reassuringly at him, then looks towards the balcony as another figure comes dropping from above. They hit the top of the wall, try to cling on for a split second, but then disappears from sight.

Ella looks towards the door to the hallway. The apartment seems to have the exact same layout as Juma’s. Gunhild is in one of the other rooms. And she could return at any moment. Ella isn’t sure who poses the biggest risk right now; the zombies or the crazy old lady.

She decides on the latter.

“I’m just going to go check on the lady who lives here,” she tells the boy. “I’ll be back in a second.”

She takes out the gun and goes to the hallway door. Peeking out, she sees the other three doors—including the front door—all shut. The one to the bathroom has bloodstains on the knob. From the other side of the front door comes muffled groans and scraping noises. Obviously, the stairwell is still full of zombies.

“Gunhild?” Ella calls out, keeping the gun ready, just in case. She doesn’t exactly think the old lady is planning to bum rush her, but on the other hand, there’s no guarantee she doesn’t own a second gun and that she’s clutching it right now, ready to fire if she sees Ella. “You in the bathroom?”

No answer.

Maybe she’s passed out. Maybe she even died from the blood loss.

Surprisingly, Ella doesn’t feel any guilt at the thought—even though she would technically have killed the old lady. In fact, the thought of her being dead holds some relief. One less problem to deal with.

I’m becoming a sociopath, just like all the others …

“Gunhild? If you can hear me, please answer. I have no intentions of hurting you. I only threw that glass at you because you were shooting at us.”

Still, no answer from the bathroom.

Ella glances back to make sure the boy hasn’t moved. He hasn’t. Sitting in the armchair, he’s staring at her with big, nervous eyes. Another zombie drops through the air outside. This one barely grazes the balcony wall.

“All right, Gunhild,” Ella calls again. “This is your last chance to say something. If you don’t, then I have no choice but enter the bathroom and check myself. I need to know—”

“Go away!” Gunhild’s voice comes suddenly. It’s shrill and full of fear. “Please, just leave! This is my home, and you have no right being here! I already called the police, they’re on their way.”

Ella can’t help but snort at that last part. Even if it’s true, even if Gunhild called 911 and actually got through, the authorities surely had more than enough to worry about right now.

“We will leave shortly. We didn’t come to crash. We were just trying to get away from—”

“You being here is illegal! This is breaking and entering. I acted in self-defense. I had every right to shoot!”

Ella is pretty sure she didn’t. Those might be the rules elsewhere in the world, but here in Norway, you weren’t allowed to use lethal force against intruders—and, Ella is sure, certainly not under these circumstances. It would be clear to anyone that the three of them weren’t coming to steal Gunhild’s jewelry but to seek refuge from the army of infected people hot on their heels. Which just makes it all the more laughable if Gunhild called the police. Ella’s mom mentioned this once, when they watched a movie together taking place in the States, and a farmer defended his property against someone trying to steal his livestock. It’s known as the “castle doctrine,” as far as Ella recalls.

Gunhild is still rambling about her rights. Ella checks the balcony. Two more infected people drop from the sky. One of them somehow manages to get both arms over the wall, and he clings on like a drowning person. Using whatever primitive motor skills he has left, he actually succeeds in pulling himself up and drops onto the balcony floor.

The boy starts screaming and stands up in the armchair.

“It’s okay,” Ella hears herself say, striding towards the broken window she climbed through just minutes ago. Even before the guy can get to his feet, Ella has taken up position right inside the window and is aiming the gun at him. She noticed Gunhild shot twice without reloading or anything, so she assumes the gun will fire when she squeezes the trigger. She’s never held a gun before, much less fired one—she only ever saw a gun in its holster those few times she’d seen her mom in active service.

But if Gunhild can fire a gun, so can Ella, and she only hesitates to take close aim at the guy’s head. Then she bites down hard, squeezes her eyes shut and pulls the trigger.

Just like she saw Gunhild do—as ridiculous as she looked—Ella makes sure to keep both arms straight and her elbows locked. Still, the recoil is much stronger than she anticipated. The gun whips back and clocks her forehead right at the hairline, causing her to stagger backwards. Her hearing—which has only just come back to normal—is wiped out again.

The guy was only a few paces away, headed right for the window, drawn by the boy. Ella couldn’t have missed at that distance. And she didn’t.

She opens her eyes to see him collapse, his left eye reduced to a bloody hole.

She turns around to check on the boy. For a terrifying second, she can’t see him. The armchair is empty.

What was his name …? Lukas!

“Lukas! Where are you?”

His head pops out from behind the armchair. His eyes go to the window. He asks something Ella can’t hear.

“It’s okay, I shot him,” she says, her voice tinny in her own ears. “You keep an eye on the balcony, all right? Let me know if anyone else lands out there.”

The boy nods bravely despite his chin bobbing.

Ella goes back to the hallway door.

“Why were you shooting? Is it the police? Are they here? Hello! Police! I’m in the bathroom!”

“Shut the hell up, Gunhild!” Ella shouts, causing the old lady to clam up. “You listen. I need two things from you, and then we’ll be leaving.”

“Take whatever you want! I have a necklace with a stone in it that’s worth—”

“I told you to shut up! I don’t want your fucking jewelry. Tell me where you keep the bullets for this gun.”

A moment of silence.

“You just want the bullets?”

“Yes.”

“And … you promise to leave if I tell?”

“Yes.”

“All right … They’re in the bedroom. Under the bed.”

Ella looks back at the boy just as another zombie drops outside. “Come to me, Lukas,” she says in the calmest voice she can muster.

He immediately comes to her.

“I need you to go into the bedroom and find the bullets under the bed. They’re probably in a case or something … are they in a case, Gunhild?”

“A cardboard box. Inside a plastic bag.”

“Bring the bag,” Ella tells Lukas, nudging him down the hallway.

The boy hesitantly goes to the door, opens it, and slips inside.

“Tell me how I reload the gun!” Ella calls to Gunhild.

A few seconds pass.

“There’s a tiny lever by the thumb …”

Ella checks but finds nothing. “No, there’s not …”

“Yes, there is. Are you left-handed?”

“Oh …” Ella shifts the gun to her right hand and sees the lever. She pulls it, and the magazine clicks and pops out half an inch from the bottom of the handle. She pulls it out carefully with her right hand. She counts six bullets still inside. “Okay, got it. Do I just pop the bullets in one at a time?”

“Yes, basically.”

Ella imagines it can’t be too hard. She’s seen in done a thousand times in movies. She slides the magazine back up the handle and feels it lock into place. “So is it ready to fire now?”

“After you reload, you need to pull back the slide …”

“Oh, right …” Ella places her right hand over the top of the gun and pulls back. The slide follows willingly. She sees a bullet already in the gun—probably because the magazine wasn’t empty when she took it out—so she releases the slide, and it goes back into place.

At that moment, Lukas comes back out into the hallway, bringing a bright red, halfway see-through plastic bag containing what looks like two big cardboard boxes.

“Good job,” Ella says, taking the bag from him. Then realizing she’ll need both hands to fire the gun, she hands the ammo back to the boy. “Can you carry this for me?”

“Sure,” he nods.

“Thank you. Stay here for a moment, while I get your dad’s phone.” Lowering her voice, she says, “If the door to the bathroom is opened, you call out and you run to me, okay?”

The boy glances towards the bathroom nervously, but says nothing.

Ella crosses the living room briskly, climbs out through the broken window, and goes to Boquist. Trying to ignore his face, she goes for his pants pockets first. The phone is on his right side. She can’t help but feel how cold his thigh already is as she pulls it out.

Slipping it into her own pocket, she gets up to go back inside, when a woman drops from above. She slams hard against the top of the balcony wall, almost managing to grab hold of it, before she plummets to the ground.

Ella hurries back inside.

“Okay, got it,” she tells Lukas. “Here’s what we’re going to do. We can’t get out the regular way …” She gestures towards the front door. “So we’ll need to use the ladder. But the balcony is out, too. You stay in here while I climb down to the ground. I’ll bring the ladder to the other side, and you—”

“No, you can’t do that,” the boy says, immediately alarmed. “They’ll get you.”

“No, they don’t care about me. Remember? I’m immune.” As she says it, she realizes the fever has gone. When exactly it happened, she’s not sure. But it didn’t come on nearly as hard as the first time, nor did it last as long.

I really am immune. It wasn’t just a fluke.

“What’s ‘immune’ mean?”

“It means I can’t get infected … Even if they scratch me … Look.” She shows him the wound on her wrist. The boy’s eyes widen even more. “I don’t get sick,” she assures him. “Don’t worry. I know it’s hard to believe, but you have to trust me. I’ve walked right past them many times. They don’t even look at me.”

The boy looks her in the eye. “How did you get … immune?”

“God chose you, Ella.”

“I don’t know,” Ella says. “But it’s a good thing that I am, because it means I can get us out of here. Okay?”

The boy nods. “Okay.”
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Climbing back out the window and onto the balcony, another couple of free-falling zombies drop by to greet Ella. None of them stick the landing.

Ella goes to where she put up the ladder and looks over the wall. To her relief, she finds it still there. Down on the ground, zombies are roaming. There aren’t that many of them, maybe a dozen total, and they’re spread out over the lawn, shuffling back and forth, most of them seemingly without a clear aim. None of them are immediately close to the ladder, and it looks deceptively tempting to bring the boy and simply get him down this way, as it seems easy enough for them to reach the ground and make a run for it.

But Ella knows the moment the boy comes to the balcony, the zombies will crowd around the foot of the ladder again, eager to get to him. It’s only because there is no one besides her and Boquist on the balcony right now that the undead aren’t immediately drawn to it.

She checked the kitchen windows. The parking lot in front of the block was almost empty—there were two zombies farther down, but that was all. No doubt as soon as they open the window and bring the boy down, they will draw a lot more. But it was the best way Ella could think of right now. She just needs to be quick.

Climbing over the wall, she accidentally glances down at Boquist. His face is pale, his expression weirdly stiff.

“I’m sorry,” Ella mutters, swallowing dryly. “I’ll get your boy to safety.”

Then she climbs down the ladder. Reaching the frozen lawn, she pulls the ladder down, hoists it up onto her shoulder, and carries it around to the front of the building.

She wasn’t perfectly comfortable leaving the boy in the kitchen. The door couldn’t be locked, so she instructed the boy to push a butter knife into the crack. He did so, and when Ella tested it from the other side, she couldn’t open the door by pushing it. Maybe if she kicked it, it would budge. But it was better than nothing.

The kitchen was right next to the bathroom, and Gunhild was completely quiet out there while Ella instructed the boy. Even though she kept her voice down, she worried the old lady could hear them. She didn’t think she would try anything—why would she? Clearly all she wanted was for them to leave, and that was what they were trying to do—but still, Gunhild struck Ella as extremely volatile and unpredictable, so she didn’t want to leave the boy alone for longer than absolutely necessary.

Reaching the parking lot, Ella counts the windows. In the third one on the second floor, she sees the boy eagerly waving at her. She smiles and props up the ladder. Checking one more time, she sees no one in her immediate surroundings—living or undead.

Quickly scaling the ladder, she reaches the window and expects it to be open—she told Lukas to unhasp it as soon as she had the ladder in place. He hasn’t done so, which is weird, because she showed him how.

The reason why the boy hasn’t followed her instructions becomes immediately clear once Ella looks in through the window. He’s standing right on the other side of the glass, so it’s not like anything is hindering him from reaching the window. But right behind him is Gunhild. Her hand is resting on the boy’s shoulder, and the other one—the one with the cut, which Gunhild has wrapped up in a kitchen towel and gaffer tape—holds a bread knife. The blade is hovering next to the boy’s ear. A big, dark bruise has appeared on the lower part of Gunhild’s left cheek. Her eyes are shining with the same wild fire Ella saw in them when she was shooting at them.

“I tried to hold the door,” the boy tells Ella through the glass, almost bursting into tears. “But I couldn’t. She was too strong.”

“It’s okay,” Ella says, hearing a calm in her own voice that doesn’t at all mimic how she feels inside. Fear and rage are fighting to overtake her. “You don’t need to be scared. Gunhild won’t hurt you. Right, Gunhild?”

Gunhild licks her lips with a grey tongue tip. “No, I won’t. Not if you do as I ask.”

Ella breathes through her nose to try and calm down her hammering heart. “And what do you ask?”

“That you come in here, hand me the gun, and let me leave.”

Ella doesn’t answer right away. “I thought you wanted us to go away? Why would you want to leave your home?”

Gunhild takes her hand off the boy’s shoulder to make a wild gesture. “Are you kidding? I can’t stay here. The window is broken. I’m going to freeze to death. That is, if one of the infected doesn’t make it onto my balcony first …”

“You did that yourself,” Ella says calmly. “You fired two bullets right through the balcony door and the window, remember?”

Gunhild shakes her head. “I just thought it would make a tiny hole. I didn’t think it would shatter like that!” She points the knife at Ella. “It was you who came here and broke into my home! And now you’re stealing my gun and leaving me completely defenseless! And I’m wounded! I need something to clean the cut with. And I’ll have to get stitches, or it’ll never heal. There’s no chance they’ll send an ambulance, so I’ll have to drive myself to the—” She cuts herself off as she apparently remembers Ella has the gun. She quickly returns the knife to its original position only a few inches from the side of the boy’s head.

“Okay,” Ella says through gritted teeth. “Okay, I see your point. We’ll do it like you say. You get the gun, and you climb down first. Then we’ll leave after you’re gone.”

“No, you—” Gunhild cuts herself off again, but this time, it looks different. She blinks, then nods, and says, “Yes, exactly. You leave after me.”

Ella catches the lie. Even though she doesn’t know Gunhild at all, it’s obvious.

She won’t let us leave. She’ll probably remove the ladder once she’s down. But why?

The answer is as obvious as the lie, of course. The stairwell is packed full of infected people. And it’s right next to the foot of the ladder. As soon as Gunhild reaches the ground, the zombies will begin to spill out into the parking lot—unless Ella and the boy stay behind, acting as handy decoys, keeping the zombies focused on the door to the apartment.

“You know what?” Ella says. “Let me go down and close the front door first. That way—”

“No, don’t do that!” Gunhild says immediately. “You’ll get yourself infected.”

“No, I won’t. I’ll be careful.”

“Don’t go down there!” Gunhild almost shouts. “You do as I say, or something bad will happen.” Gunhild tilts her head towards Lukas. “Your poor boy here already lost his dad. Don’t make things harder on him now.”

Ella is so angry, she can’t even reply.

“You know,” Gunhild goes on, “I never had grandchildren. Not that I know of, anyway. My daughter won’t even talk to me, that ungrateful brat. You give them everything, and they turn their backs on you.” Gunhild’s lips quiver as she talks. She studies Ella’s face. “You’re young to be a mother.”

“I’m not,” Ella says.

“Is he your brother?”

“He’s nothing to me,” Ella says plainly. “I just met him.”

Gunhild frowns. “Then why on earth are you …?” She shakes her head. “Never mind. Let’s get—” A bump from behind makes her turn her head.

Lukas jolts too, and tries to move away, but Gunhild grabs him by the collar.

“One of them got in,” Gunhild says grimly, looking back at Ella. “Let’s speed this up. Open the window.” She says the last part to Lukas as she pushes him forward, still holding on firmly to his jacket. The boy climbs up onto the chair that Ella placed for him and opens the hasps. He fights back tears as he does so, looking several times at Ella.

“It’ll be fine, Lukas,” she tells him, trying to smile, but her cheeks are frozen, and her pulse is banging away behind her face, so she’s not sure the smile looks genuine.

“Yes, it’ll be fine,” Gunhild agrees, glancing back briefly. She’s placed the other chair under the knob, barricading the door. Even if the zombie manages to turn the handle by accident, it probably won’t be able to push the door open.

Ella pulls open the window, feeling the warm, stuffy air from the kitchen rush out at her. It smells of overripe bananas and dish soap and coffee and cigarettes.

“Put the gun on the windowsill, then climb back down five rungs,” Gunhild instructs her, keeping the knife very close to Lukas’s neck.

Ella takes out the gun, places it on the sill, then climbs down the ladder.

“Okay, you can come back up now!” Gunhild calls.

Ella climbs up to see Gunhild now standing by the fridge. She’s taken up that ludicrous shooting stance again, even though she looks lopsided due to her bad arm. She’s pointing the gun at Ella. Lukas is right inside the window.

“Climb in,” Gunhild says, not taking her eyes off Ella. “And go over to the door.”

Ella does as she’s told. She can’t tell where Gunhild put the knife, and there are no other weapons within reach. Even if she tried to go for one, Gunhild would no doubt shoot her. In fact, Ella is halfway surprised she hasn’t done so already.

Ella guides Lukas with her over to the door. As they move, Gunhild goes the other way, keeping them firmly at gunpoint. As they reach the door, the zombie on the other side becomes more eager. The knob rattles, but doesn’t turn.

Gunhild glances briefly out the window, probably to check that the coast is clear. “All right,” she says, sounding satisfied. “I’m climbing down now. Once I’m on the ground, you can follow me.”

“Sure,” Ella says, not blinking. Unless you remove the ladder, of course.

She’s very aware that she’s running out of options. There are three ways out of the apartment. The balcony, the front door, or the kitchen window. The balcony is out because the ladder is gone—even if Ella could kill the zombie on the other side of the door using whatever she can find in Gunhild’s kitchen drawers, there’s no way they can jump from the balcony and not break anything.

The front door is out too, because of the horde of zombies out there. Ella could leave, of course, but not without them entering the apartment and killing the boy.

And now their last escape route is about to go away too. Ella no longer holds any doubts that Gunhild will tip over the ladder before going to her car. She wants a clean getaway, and that can only happen by Ella and Lukas staying behind.

Surprisingly, Ella feels pretty calm. It’s because a plan is taking shape in her mind. One last chance for her to get the boy out of here alive. Without taking her eyes off of Gunhild, she’s taking in the kitchen, scanning it for what she needs. A single object will do. As long as it’s heavy. There’s a bowl with pears and bananas. There’s the chair below the window. There’s a pile of dirty dishes.

But the most suitable object is the coffee maker. It’s not one of those regular drip coffee makers; it’s a beast of an espresso machine, taking up way too much of the tiny kitchen table. It has two different taps and looks like it belongs in a café rather than a private home.

That will do, Ella thinks, her thoughts suddenly very clear.

Gunhild has managed to climb over the windowsill, and is finding her footing on the ladder. Once she does, she sends Ella one last, meaningful grimace. “Wait for my signal,” she says. “Don’t come down before you hear me call.”

“Sure,” Ella says evenly.

Gunhild looks down to check one last time, then disappears from sight.

Ella let’s go of Lukas’s hand and strides to the counter.

“What are you—”

She cuts him off with a significant look and a finger across her lips. Then she reaches behind the espresso machine, rips out the plug, and wraps her arms around the entire apparatus. She’s pleasantly surprised to find that it’s even heavier than it looks. Close to forty pounds if she had to guess. Which should be more than enough to do the trick.

Ella brings the espresso machine to the window, sits it down on the sill and glances out to make sure it’s right above the ladder.

A bit to the left, she thinks, moving it slightly.

Gunhild isn’t even halfway down the ladder. It doesn’t look easy to climb down with a wounded arm and holding a gun in the other hand. She apparently hears the noise of the espresso machine sliding on the windowsill—either that, or some sixth sense alerts her. She looks up just at that moment, and she sees Ella.

“Hey!” she cries out, raising the gun. “What are you doing? I told you to—”

Ella pulls back her head while giving the espresso machine one little push, and it goes flying.

Gunhild screams out in anger and surprise. The sound is cut off abruptly by a meaty CLUNK, followed an instant later by a thud, then a metallic crash as the expensive espresso machine hits the pavement below and shatters to pieces.
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Kjell encounters a few of the infected on his way back up the mountain. Not as many as he expected, however. The remaining ones seem to have spread out in different directions, drawn to whatever prey they’ve caught scent of. If that’s how it works, anyway. Kjell doesn’t know, and he doesn’t really care, either. All he needs to know is how to survive, and he’s got that covered.

The strays are quickly put down with a bullet to the head, and he presses on, making sure to avoid the booby traps that haven’t yet been set off.

Reaching the plateau, he stops briefly to make sure no one’s around—alive or dead. The smoldering remains of the gate is still sending thin streams of smoke up into the frozen air. Once he’s satisfied nothing is moving or making any noises, Kjell crosses the ice and enters the cave. The smell is still bad, but slightly less so. He takes out his flashlight and points the beam into the dimness. Then he goes to the place where Ragnar was.

Ragnar isn’t there anymore. Of course not. Just like Kjell suspected, the old guy has succumbed to the infection, died, woken back up, then wandered off in whatever direction.

“Damnit,” Kjell mutters, clicking his tongue as he looks around. “Hope you didn’t have the knife on you, you old bastard …”

He begins searching the arsenal—at least what parts of it he can, because some of the chests are still locked. Others are open, and some of the weapons have been removed in what seems like quite the hurry. The poor pricks probably scrambled to find something to defend themselves with once they realized they were going to have to face an army of undeads in a matter of seconds.

He also goes through the shelves, the piles of clothes, and all the other supplies Ragnar has stockpiled. He even kicks over the dead bodies littering the floor, checking underneath them. But he finds no trace of the knife.

Sighing, Kjell straightens his back, making some of his spine joints pop. He could really use a rest. It feels like he’s been on his feet all day, which isn’t really far from the truth. And now, to make matters worse, it seems like he’s just walked all the way back up here for no reason.

Either the old moron is shuffling around somewhere out in the wilderness with Lukas’s knife in his pocket, or he simply never took it from Lukas when he disposed of the body. Kjell assumes Ragnar threw Lukas in the stream which led to the lake he crossed earlier. That’s what he would do if he had a body lying around. Burying it up here in the rocky ground was impossible, and having it lie around would attract scavengers.

So, Lukas could be floating around underneath the ice of the lake right now with the knife rusting in his pocket.

Either way, Kjell won’t find it, so he might as well—

Something catches his eye as he turns around. He shines the light on it. A rather large pool of blood is reflecting the light. The floor of the cave is full of dead bodies—some intact, others severely amputated thanks to Ragnar’s machete—and there’s plenty of blood, too, even though the infected didn’t really bleed. It was more of a black, oozy liquid that came out when they suffered a puncture wound.

Which is why this particular puddle draws Kjell’s attention. He steps closer and kneels down.

The blood looks fresher. And it’s dark red, like human blood is supposed to look. He picks up a used cartridge from a shot that was fired during the fight and dips it into the blood. It’s not frozen. There are no footprints in the puddle, either, which also makes it stand out. All the others have been trampled over several times. But not this one. This puddle clearly came about after the fighting was over.

“Huh,” Kjell mutters, casting another glance around the cave. “You used the machete on yourself, didn’t you? Decided to speed things up. Spare yourself some pain. Good for you. I’d have done the same.”

He’s talking casually to himself, but at the same time, his mind is racing.

If Ragnar slit his throat—as it certainly appears he did—then where is he? Did the old geezer stride outside to take one last look at the sky? That seems very unlikely. For one thing, Kjell can only imagine it’s exceedingly hard to walk with your jugular cut open, and for another, Ragnar really wasn’t the romantic type. He probably couldn’t give two fucks about the sky.

So, where did the old warrior go after cutting himself?

Kjell checks the bodies again. He knows none of them is Ragnar, but he doesn’t have a better idea.

Then he suddenly spots it.

The leg.

It’s lying right there on the floor. He kicked it aside once already, not giving it a second look. But now, as he stares at it, he recognizes it. As though making it even more painfully clear, the machete is lying right next to it, its blood-smeared blade grinning up at him.

“Oh, no,” Kjell whispers, feeling a surge of goose bumps run down his back. “No, no, no. You didn’t. You … old … warrior.”

Suddenly, Kjell doesn’t feel alone anymore.

He turns all the way around, slowly scanning the cave with the flashlight, holding his breath, straining his hearing to the max.

No traces of Ragnar. No sounds, either.

He must still be here. No way he left on one fucking leg.

But Ragnar is not in the cave. He really did leave.

“Aaah,” Kjell breathes, as the connection finally dawns on him. He chuckles and feels like slapping himself. “You didn’t make it. It didn’t work. The infection was already in your bloodstream, so chopping off the old drumstick didn’t save you.”

It makes sense. Despite Ragnar’s valiant attempt, he obviously succumbed to the infection right after the amputation. Either that, or the loss of blood got him. Either way, he evidently woke back up and left the cave before Kjell returned.

Yeah, that’s it.

Case closed.

Jesus. I thought for a moment he was still alive. Would have been quite the party trick. Certainly gets points for the attempt, though.

As Kjell goes to leave the cave, he passes a red box on the floor. It’s one of those emergency suitcases, looks a lot like the ones they use in the military. It’s open wide, and the stuff has been rummaged through.

This too Kjell already saw once, but now he pays closer attention to it, pausing briefly to look at it. And as he does, a movie flashes by in his mind.

Ragnar. One-legged. Completely pale. Bleeding. Teeth gritted. Going through the stuff in the suitcase. Applying a tourniquet. Wrapping the bloody stump in bandages. Administering shots of adrenaline to keep himself from going into shock.

It could have happened. Everything needed is right here.

“You’d better shoot me too. If you don’t, I’m coming back for you.”

Ragnar’s last words echo inside his head, making his bowels feel watery.

Kjell bites down hard and shakes his head.

No.

It’s too far-fetched.

Even someone as tough as Ragnar can’t have pulled off a stunt like that. It’s something people only succeed with in stupid action movies.

Kjell leaves the cave for the second time. He tries to whistle a tune, but his lips are weirdly taut and uncooperative. He tells himself it’s the cold. But as he strides back down the mountain, he can’t help but gaze around constantly.

And he can’t quite convince himself it’s only infected people he’s looking out for.
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Ella waits with bated breath, listening intently. She can hear the boy breathe rapidly and whimper from behind her. When ten seconds have passed and she hasn’t heard a sound from Gunhild, she chances a look.

Gunhild is splayed out on the ground by the foot of the ladder. Next to her is the broken espresso machine. The woman looks like a crash test dummy that someone dropped on the ground. Her arms and legs form an awkward Z. Her eyelids flutter, and her jaw moves, but she’s unconscious.

Ella turns around and looks at the boy. His hands are covering his ears, his eyes big and white.

“You understand why I did that, don’t you?” Ella asks quietly.

He slowly lowers his hands, swallows, but doesn’t speak.

“I had to do it,” Ella goes on. “You know why?”

The boy moves his feet, as though he was just asked to come to the blackboard and solve a difficult sum. “I don’t … I don’t know.”

“I think you do.”

“Because she … was a bad person?” His voice turns very thin. A bump from the door makes him flinch.

“She was,” Ella agrees, looking firmly at the boy. “But that wasn’t why I had to do it.”

The boy thinks for a moment. Then it seems like something occurs to him, and he says, “She would have removed the ladder.”

Ella feels a surprisingly strong surge of relief in hearing the words. It somehow makes her feel less guilty that the boy picked up on it too. “Yes,” she says. “She would have done exactly that. She would have left us here.”

And she really believes that; she heard it in Gunhild’s voice, saw it in her eyes.

But there’s a tiny voice at the back of her mind telling her that she can’t know for sure. That there’s a small chance she misread the old lady’s intentions. That she might have had no plans of trapping them in the apartment. And if that is true, then Ella is no better than all the rest of them. Marit. Boquist. Even Gunhild herself. Ella is now effectively a murderer too. It’s possible she just killed an innocent woman—well, not exactly innocent; Gunhild certainly had her own sins to pay for—but perhaps Ella hadn’t had to do what she did. Bash in Gunhild’s skull and cause her to fall several feet onto the pavement, probably breaking a dozen bones in her frail old body.

She understands it now. Why the others had done as they did. When it came down to it, it had been between Lukas and Gunhild. And Ella could not give the old lady the benefit of the doubt. She simply couldn’t. Not with the boy’s life on the line.

I saved him, but I might have damned myself in doing so.

The boy looks briefly at the open window, then back at Ella. “Is she … dead?”

Ella looks down at the pavement one more time. Gunhild isn’t dead; she’s stirring. Although judging from the pool of blood spreading from her head, Ella doubts she has many minutes left. She looks back at the boy and says, “No. But she won’t bother us anymore.”

The boy nods again. A lot of different emotions pass over his face, before he suddenly says, “I could tell she was about to do something bad. Her eyes were very mean. I just didn’t know what it was she meant to do. She already shot my dad …” His voice becomes very thin, as he glances back towards the door. Then he looks Ella in the eye and says earnestly, “I’m glad you did it. Now we can get away.”

“Yes,” Ella says. “Yes, we can. Here’s how we do it. I climb down the ladder and get the gun. Then I’ll call out to you, and you climb down too. You can do that, right?”

The boy comes over to the window and glances down. He has to stand on his toes to do so. At the sight of pavement below, he lets out a gasp. “I don’t know. It seems pretty scary.”

“I know. But you have to try. I need to be on the ground so I can deal with any of the infected if they should come for you.”

The boy immediately looks alarmed.

“Don’t worry,” Ella says. “I’ll have the gun. I can shoot them.”

This doesn’t seem to appease the boy’s apprehension very much. “But they’re sick. My friend Timmy, he said his dad told him they have some kinda illness, like Corona, just a lot worse.”

Ella shakes her head slowly. “That’s not true. I see why Timmy’s dad would think that. Most people do. They even say it on television. But it’s not what’s wrong with the infected people. They are actually dead. I know it’s hard to believe. But they’re—”

“Zombies? That’s what my dad said.”

“That’s right. You know about zombies?”

He nods. “I was dressed as one for Halloween.”

“Oh.”

“And I played Plants vs. Zombies. It’s a game on my iPad. Mom doesn’t want me to play it, but Dad lets me when she isn’t home.”

Ella smiles. “That’s great. So you know what we’re dealing with. You can’t let them touch you. You can’t talk to them or make them stop trying to hurt you. You can only run away.”

“Or shoot them,” the boy says immediately. “That’s what the plants do in the game.”

“Yeah,” Ella says. “Exactly. And that’s what I’ll do if anyone comes close to the ladder.”

“What about my dad?”

“Oh, honey,” Ella says, kneeling to get at the boy’s eye level. “I’m really sorry, but we have to leave him.”

The boy studies her eyes closely. “He’s dead, isn’t he?”

Ella doesn’t want to say anything, so she gives an almost imperceptible nod.

The boy’s eyes fill up with tears. Ella pulls him into a hug. He cries for a couple of minutes.

“So,” Ella says, gently breaking the hug to look at him. “Are you ready to get out of here?”

The boy—while his face is still wet from tears—seems a bit more calm, a bit less scared. There comes another bump from the door. This time, he doesn’t flinch, but simply looks over there briefly before returning his eyes to Ella. “Yes,” he says. “I’m ready.”
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Ella checks one last time that the coast is clear.

It isn’t.

Four zombies are coming across the parking lot, apparently headed for Gunhild, who’s still lying at the foot of the ladder. More of them are coming out from the open front door to the building.

Damnit. She’s begun to draw them.

Ella looks quickly back at the boy. “Don’t come to the window before I call out your name, okay?”

“Okay,” he says.

Ella climbs out the window and begins the descent, moving as fast as she can. Just as she reaches the ground, the first of the zombies reach Gunhild. The guy falls to his knees and begins digging into her thigh, ripping through her pants like a hungry hyena finding a prey left behind by bigger predators.

Ella feels sick to her stomach. She immediately goes for the gun, which has skidded across the pavement. She can’t immediately see it due to all the pieces of the espresso machine. As she spots it and picks it up, the second zombie falls on Gunhild, going to work on her upper chest. That’s when the old lady wakes up and starts screaming.

Ella steps close to the zombie, aims the gun right at the back of its head, then pulls the trigger. She’s better prepared for the violent backlash this time and manages to stop the gun from whipping her in the face. The zombie collapses over Gunhild, who’s still shrieking and trying to get up, but her hip seems to have been shattered, and only one of her arms is working. Ella takes aim at the other zombie, a woman, and shoots her in the crown of the head. She dies on the spot.

The next one has arrived, and Ella shoots him twice. The first bullet goes into his chin, and while it does clearly do some nasty damage, shattering his jaw and sending his lower teeth clattering to the ground, it doesn’t stop him. The second shot pierces his forehead, and he collapses like a robot suddenly out of power.

Ella turns to face the fourth zombie, just about to take the shot, when Gunhild grabs her ankle. “Help me! Please! I’m begging you!” The old lady’s voice is thick and gurgly, her teeth pink with blood spilling from her split upper lip. The bruise from where Ella punched her is barely noticeable now; it’s overshadowed by a big, blackened, L-shaped bump covering most of her forehead, from her hairline to her brow. The espresso machine clearly hit the mark. It was probably also what cut open her lip. “Help me!” Gunhild vails. “Get me away from here! Don’t let them get me! Please! Please!”

Gunhild is clinging on to Ella’s leg like a drowning mouse. She seems only halfway aware of the zombie coming from behind. The guy falls to his knees and is about to dig into Gunhild’s legs, when Ella takes the fifth shot.

She doesn’t shoot the zombie, though.

Gunhild jolts and slumps over with a wheeze as the final breath is squeezed from her smoker’s lungs.

The guy who was eager to start feasting on Gunhild half a second ago now pauses. It could seem like the gunshot made him hesitate. But Ella knows better. He didn’t flinch, and he doesn’t even look up at her. He doesn’t notice Ella nor the gun. All he’s focused on is Gunhild, and since she suddenly, unexpectedly, turned into dead meat, she’s no longer appealing to him. In fact, judging by the confused jerks of his head, it seems the old lady turned invisible to him the second she died. He grunts disappointedly, gets back up to his feet, and instead gazes upwards at the window Ella just came out of. He begins moving towards the building.

“Oh, no, you don’t. He’s off limits.”

Ella follows the guy, quickly catching up with him, and sends a bullet into the back of his head. She feels more confident firing the weapon now, and she pulls the trigger one-handed. It’s considerably harder to hold against the recoil, but she pulls it off. The shot lands right at the nape of the neck, and the guy is killed instantly.

She turns around to see half a dozen more zombies coming out of the building.

“Oh, fuck,” she hisses, running towards them. She shoves her way through the group to reach the door.

The stairwell is completely packed, and more are coming down the steps, apparently no longer drawn so much to the apartment with the boy, but looking to find new prey. The problem is, as soon as they exit the building, they head right for the window, since Lukas is still the closest living person—besides Ella. So she kicks away the wedge holding the door, shoves back a woman trying to get out, then slams the door. It’s heavy and opens in, so there’s no way they’ll get it open.

Turning back around, Ella sees exactly what she feared: The group of zombies are headed right for the ladder. They don’t attempt to climb it, but huddle around the foot of it, looking up with their black eyes, obviously sensing Lukas up there.

And what’s worse, from across the parking lot come more. At least five.

I’ll run out of bullets, Ella thinks grimly, looking down at the gun. I can keep shooting them, but they’ll keep coming. I need to think of something else …

She runs back to Gunhild’s broken corpse. Going into the woman’s pockets, she finds the key and presses the button. A tiny red Nissan blinks.

That’s not tall enough …

Ella had hoped she could drive the car close to the building and make Lukas jump onto the roof of it. But even if Gunhild’s car had been tall as a bus, it would still be a volatile plan.

She stands there, looking from the car to the group of zombies by the ladder, trying hard to come up with a plan. And fast, before Lukas draws an entire neighborhood’s worth of undead people. They’re trickling in from several directions now, even the ones who fell from the third-story balcony are coming around the corner of the building, limping on broken legs.

“Think, damnit,” Ella mutters, rubbing her temple, as though trying to stimulate the blood flow to her brain.

She could try and ram them with the car. Simply drive into the group, crush them one by one, use the car as a weapon.

But she suspects that only works in the video games. In reality, she would likely end up getting stuck in the pile of bodies. Because by now, there are almost twenty of them, and it’s not enough to break their bones; as long as their brains stay intact, they’ll keep moving. Meaning that, even if the Nissan doesn’t get bogged down, she’ll simply turn the horde of relatively able-bodied zombies into a bunch of crawling, limping, but still very much dangerous zombies. Which won’t be enough for Lukas to climb down the ladder and safely get into the car.

We stalled for too long, Ella thinks, looking at the zombies clawing at the wall, as though wanting to climb it. If we’d been quicker, they wouldn’t have had time to—

Then it dawns on her.

The solution is obvious now that she sees it.

She goes to the bag of ammo and brings it to the car. Opening the trunk, she puts the bag inside, then takes her time reloading the magazine. It holds twelve bullets when completely full. She figures out how to put the safety on and makes sure the trigger can’t be pulled. Then she tucks it into her pocket and goes to the ladder. She pushes aside a heavy woman blocking her way, then climbs up.

Reaching the window, she sees Lukas standing there, right where she left him. She smiles. “Good, you’re okay.”

“Yes,” he says. “Are we ready to go? I can hear a lot of them down there.”

“We’ll need to go back to the balcony,” Ella says, climbing inside. “This side of the building is too crowded now. If we’re clever and move fast, we should be able to do it. Listen carefully, Lukas. First, I take care of the guy behind the door. Then I climb back down and move the car and the ladder to the other side. Once I’m ready, I’ll honk the horn three times. Then you come to the balcony, and you climb down as quickly as you can. It’s important that you hurry, because as soon as you go to the balcony, you’ll drawn them all to that side of the building. That’s also why until you hear me honk thrice, you need to stay here in the kitchen. Okay? You got all that?”

The boy seems like someone who was told to memorize an entire song he never heard before. But he nods. “I think so.”

“Good. Now, go to that corner, sit down, and cover your ears.” She takes out the gun as she talks. “You don’t need to see this, so if you just—”

“Wait,” the boy says.

“It’s okay, I’ll be careful when I open the door. It’ll be over in a second.”

“But—”

“I’ve shot several of them already. I know how to do it.”

“Yeah, but there’s two of them!” He points at the door.

Ella hesitates, listens. The growls, grunts, and scratching noises from the door do sound slightly louder and more frequent than before.

“Or maybe even three,” Lukas goes on. “I’m not sure. But it’s not just one anymore.”

“You’re right,” Ella says. “Good catch. Okay, go to the corner, please.”

Lukas does as she asks. Ella goes to the door, listens one more time, confirming that it really does sound like at least two zombies pushing from the other side. If she’d simply opened the door like she’d intended, the second one would very likely have caught her off guard, and perhaps even made it past her before she could take another shot. The kitchen is very small, and even with Lukas crouching in the farthest corner, he’s less than eight paces from the door.

If anything happens to him, I won’t forgive myself.

Ella takes a deep breath, checks again that the safety is off, then kicks away the chair and swiftly moves back, while raising the gun.

The door doesn’t open right away. The handle rattles once, but that’s all.

“I don’t think they know how to do it,” Lukas whispers from the corner.

He’s right, of course. Ella needs to open the door, or they risk waiting for hours until one of them accidentally turns the knob.

So, she moves forward, keeping the gun ready. Then, as she’s about to turn it, another idea comes to her. The door is made of a very light material. A bullet could easily go through it. She aims it at what she assumes is eye level of a grown man, then fires point blank at the door.

She’s used to losing her hearing by now. She sees a hole much smaller than she hoped appear in the door. A face comes into view briefly, then moves away again. It appears again, and Ella fires a second time.

She waits, stares at the hole and listens—even though she can only hear a low buzz from her inner ears.

No more faces appear.

Must have nailed the other one with the first bullet.

Ella grabs the knob and turns it. And just as she does it, she feels an unexpected push from the other side. She instinctively raises the gun and fires as the door is shoved open. But the bullet goes over the person’s head. At first, Ella takes it to be a grown woman kneeling, but as the zombie bumps into her, causing her to go stumbling backwards, she catches glimpse of a Peppa Pig clip still clinging on to the blonde hair, and she realizes it’s a girl not much older than Lukas.

Lukas screams as the girl manages to muscle past Ella, who’s momentarily unable to fire—both because she’s surprised to see a little girl come through the door, but also because she’s too close, and Ella risks shooting herself. The girl heads right for Lukas, and now he’s in Ella’s line of fire. She curses, leaps forward, reaches out for the girl and manages to catch her long, blonde hair less than a second before she can pounce on the still-screaming boy.

Ella yanks the girl’s hair hard, and her head whips back. Dragging her away from Lukas, Ella manages to swirl her around like they’re doing some insane dance, so that Ella positions herself between the girl and the boy. She catches a glimpse of the girl’s face for the first time, and it’s almost enough to make her hesitate again. She’s almost unscathed. Smooth skinned. Freckles. Perfect, white baby teeth. The only thing giving her away is the slight greenish hue and her pitch-black eyes.

Ella shoots her through the temple, sending a black cascade all over Gunhild’s fridge. The girl collapses, and as she goes down, Ella realizes she’s still holding a tuft of her golden hair.
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Hiking back across the valley is a surreal experience for Kris.

Much like those first few steps he took when he finally got out of the pantry at Helda and Halgrim’s place, his mind was getting used to the confines of Ragnar’s cave. He was mentally prepared for staying there all winter. That was certainly Ragnar’s plan. But now, Ragnar is very likely dead, and Kris is happy to never see the inside of the cave again.

The thought of Ragnar being dead makes it all the stranger walking almost the exact same path he did with Ragnar and Ingrid and Hans. It feels like ages ago now. Hans is dead too, and so is Ingrid. The thought of the woman makes dread and nausea return, and Kristoffer pushes the images of the greasy meat aside.

Now he has three new hiking companions, one of whom is a canine.

Aksel groans and stops for a moment to rest his hands on his knees. “How far?” he asks, looking at the woman.

“Five more minutes, I think.”

“Damnit. I don’t think I’ve been this wiped out in my entire life.”

“We really should get back to the car,” the woman says, looking around the wilderness, keeping the gun ready. “They’re all over the place.”

She doesn’t need to clarify whom she’s referring to. They already met two stray zombies, both of which the woman put down. The dog alerted them on both occasions, picking up on the scent of the dead folks before Kris or the others could hear them coming through the undergrowth. Kris is very thankful the dog is with them.

“Yeah, I know,” Aksel mutters, as he visibly forces himself to get moving again. “Once my ass touches down on that seat, I’m never getting back up.”

They walk on for a few minutes.

“So, uhm,” Kristoffer says, breaking the tense silence. “There are more people waiting back at your car?”

“Yeah,” Aksel says. “We’ve picked up quite a few folks by now. Almost enough to throw a party. Counting you and Guardian there, we’re seven.”

Kristoffer wasn’t sure he was invited along for the ride. He hoped so, because he has nowhere else to go, and the nearest houses are back in Bodum, which is miles away. Meaning he would very likely freeze to death before nightfall.

As though reading his mind, Aksel sends him a look. “I mean, you’re coming with us, right? Or do you have other plans?”

“No, I … I don’t have anything.”

He didn’t mean to phrase it like that.

“So no family waiting for you?” Aksel asks, for once sounding empathetic.

“No,” Kristoffer says.

“You and me both, man. Lost my brother and my girlfriend on the day of the outbreak.”

“Oh. I’m sorry.”

Aksel just nods. Then, turning the conversation back around, he says, “You’re welcome to come with us. As far as I’m concerned, you’re part of the group now.”

The woman darts a look back at Aksel. “Do you know him?”

“No, but I know he’s a survivor,” Aksel says right away. “And if he hadn’t shown up, I’d have been dead for sure. That guy, Ragnar, he’d put up all kinds of nasty traps leading up to that cave. Kris here guided me through them.”

Kristoffer doesn’t say anything. It’s probably true that Aksel would have accidentally set off one of the booby traps, but it’s also true that he was too late in warning the woman about the log and that she died because of it. In fact, it was Aksel that had to shove Kris out of the way, or he too would have been mowed down by the rolling tree.

“I think we both owe each other,” he mutters. “But I’d be grateful for a ride. You can just drop me off at my place.”

“Where’s that?” Aksel asks.

“Bodum. That’s a small town not far—”

“You lived in Bodum?”

“I did.”

Aksel frowns. “Why would you go back there? That place is probably crawling with zombies now.”

“I’m not so sure,” Kristoffer says. “I mean, it was where it all started, but I figure by now, most of them must have left. I can’t imagine anyone is still alive up there.”

“Maybe you’re right,” Aksel says.

“What do you mean, it was where it all started?” the woman asks, looking at Kristoffer.

Apparently, Aksel didn’t pick up on what Kristoffer said, but now he too looks at him curiously.

“The infection began in Torik,” Anne goes on. “The frozen corpse that was brought in to the hospital.”

“Yeah, but … that corpse came from Bodum,” Kristoffer says.

“How do you know?” Aksel asks. “They said that in the media?”

“No. I knew the guy.”

“You did? That’s quite the coincidence.”

“Not really,” Kristoffer grunts. “Everyone in Bodum knows each other. There are only, like, fifty people living there.”

“So do you know what happened to him?”

“I think I do,” Kristoffer mutters. Both Anne and Aksel—even the dog—stop to stare at him. “Well … it’s a long story.”

“And we have a long way to go,” Aksel says. “Bodum is still, what, half an hour away?”

Kristoffer considers briefly. “If I tell you what I know, you’re gonna think I’m crazy.”

“Hey, man. Like Cooper said, we’re all crazy!”

Kristoffer nods and takes a deep breath. “Okay.” Then he starts talking.
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“You okay, Lukas? … Lukas? … Look at me!”

The boy pries his eyes off the dead girl and looks up at Ella.

“You okay, buddy?”

He swallows hard three times, as though fighting back something trying to get up through his throat. Then he nods.

“Good,” Ella says. But it’s not good. Not at all. The boy is obviously in shock. Every second, he might become unresponsive. Even if Ella gets him out of this alive, he’ll be traumatized for life. If he’s even got a life to look forward to, it’ll be one of pain and constant—

Don’t think about that now. Get on with it. Get to safety.

“We need to keep going,” she tells herself as much as the boy. “I’m going to check the balcony. You stay here.”

As she leaves the kitchen, she drags the girl along. She leaves a trail of brown liquid from her head wound across the floor. Ella drags her into the bathroom—the room smells of sweat and smoke and blood. Gunhild seems to have been sitting on the toilet while she wrapped up her wounded arm, because the lid is smeared in blood.

Ella drags away the other intruder too—a young man. Once they’re both in the bathroom, she goes through the living room and out onto the balcony. Just as she does, a heavy guy comes plummeting from above. His left leg hits the balcony wall, and Ella hears a bone break with a sharp crack before he drops to the lawn below. Looking down, Ella can only see him and a few strays farther off. Over by the next block, there’s a group of ten or twelve zombies huddled against a particular window.

We’re not the only survivors left.

Ella turns her head and looks up. It appears the fat guy was the last one from the balcony above—at least for now. She can’t see any more hands reaching out. Listening, she can still hear them up there, but they appear to have gone back inside the apartment. No doubt as soon as Lukas comes to the balcony, they’ll follow along and start dropping from above once more. Another reason why they need to move quickly.

Ella turns to Boquist—the real reason she came out here. She knows there’s no chance Lukas won’t stop to look at his dead father if he sees him. He might even be unable to go past him. She pulls him to the far end of the balcony, then retrieves a blanket from the living room. She covers Boquist as best she can—he’s a big guy, and his boots are still visible, but it’s definitely better than before.

She also takes the ottoman from the living room and places it in the corner of the balcony so that it’ll be easy for the boy to step onto it and scale the wall.

Returning to the kitchen, she finds Lukas still huddled in the corner.

“It’s clear now,” she tells him. “You remember the plan?”

He just blinks.

Ella goes over the whole thing again, reiterating every step.

“So,” she concludes, “you don’t need to do anything before you hear me honk the horn. When you hear it, what do you do?”

The boy looks at her dreamily. “I go to the balcony.”

“Yes, and then what?”

“I climb down the ladder.”

“Exactly. I’ll be there, making sure it’s safe. I’ll shoot any of the zombies if they try to get close to you. Just like the plants in the game, right?”

Lukas tries to smile at this, but he looks like he’s close to crying.

Ella crouches and takes him by the shoulders. “Are you scared?”

“Yes, very,” he whimpers. “And I miss my Mommy. I want my Mommy.”

“Of course you do,” Ella says, pulling him into a hug. “And we’ll go find her. Just as soon as we’re out of here. Okay?”

“Okay,” he whispers into her hair.
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Gunhild’s car smells as bad as her apartment. The old woman clearly smoked when she was driving. If Ella needed further proof of this, the overfilled ashtray is a giveaway. She pulls it out and dumps the entire thing out the window.

Didn’t know they still made cars with ashtrays.

She turns on the engine, and it comes to life immediately. It’s basically a city car, and it won’t be able to drive off-road or in more than a few inches of snow. Still, it should do the job of driving across the frozen lawn behind the building.

Ella adjusts the mirrors before putting it in first. The group of zombies are still standing around the ladder. None of them has as much as tried to climb it, and even if they made the attempt, Ella doubts they’ll reach more than a few rungs before tumbling back down.

She drives to the end of the parking lot, then turns into the narrow passage between the end of the building and the fence running along the road outside. Reaching the open lawn on the other side of the building, she drives onto the grass. She immediately sees a few strays walking around, and another few who have already gathered below the balcony to Gunhild’s apartment.

Fuckers can already sense him up there, Ella thinks, driving close to the group of zombies. She stops the car so that it’s facing towards the opening between the next block and a group of trees. By going through it, they should come out onto the road and be able to make a clean getaway.

She leaves the engine running as she gets out, and she leaves the door open too. There’s no reason to suspect any of the zombies will try to get inside the car before Lukas is in, and she very much doubts anyone living will come by and try to steal the car—if they do, she has the gun.

Taking the weapon out of her pocket, she goes to the zombies. None of them as much as turn around to look at her, and she executes all of them with shots to the back of their heads.

Once they’re all dead, she goes back to the car and restocks the magazine. She wants it full just in case getting the boy down the ladder proves more difficult than she hopes.

She runs back to the front of the building, takes down the ladder—while making sure not to look at Gunhild—and, just as she’s about to head back to the balcony, she hears the sound of heavy machinery. She freezes and looks towards the street. Into view comes some kind of military vehicle—it almost looks like a tank. Following closely behind it comes a jeep with soldiers dressed in full gear and armed with big guns. One of them looks into the parking lot and locks eyes with Ella.

She feels completely exposed, standing with the ladder over her shoulder next to Gunhild’s corpse and the broken espresso machine.

The soldier shouts something, and the jeep stops abruptly.

Ella wants to run away, but she can’t move a muscle. Getting arrested—or worse, shot—would be bad. She’s not sure she can convince the soldiers of risking their own lives in order to clear the building and get Lukas out of there.

The soldier points at Ella, alerting the others. Then he takes out a megaphone, turns it on, and shouts, “You there! Get away from them! It’s not safe!”

Ella glances back at the group of zombies. Some of them are turning around and headed her way—or rather, they’re headed for the jeep. But for the soldiers, it must look like the undead are coming for her.

“It’s okay,” Ella says, shaking her head. “They won’t—”

“Watch out!” the soldier roars.

Ella steps aside as the first zombie walks right by her, not even looking at her.

“Oh,” the soldier says, lowering the megaphone. The soldiers all look at Ella with grave faces, and one of them says something.

The soldier with the megaphone shouts something at the driver, and the jeep gets moving again. As it drives down the road and rounds a corner, the zombies that were headed for it slow down, stop, hesitate briefly, then turn and shuffle back to join the rest of the group again.

Ella lets out a long, trembling sigh. Then she brings the ladder to the other side of the building. She places it against the side of the balcony, by the same corner where she put the ottoman. She checks the gun one last time, then reaches inside the car and honks the horn three times.

Looking back up at the balcony, she shouts, “Okay, Lukas! Go, go, go!”

She goes to the ladder. She’s worried the boy will take a long time to reach the balcony. That he might even be too afraid to move at all. She already decided that if it takes him more than twenty seconds, she’ll climb up to go get him. She prefers not to, though. It’s better if she’s on the ground, because that’ll allow them to get into the car more quickly, and it’ll also be a lot harder for her to fire the gun if she’s on the ladder.

Luckily, though, Lukas’s head pops up over the balcony wall just a few seconds later.

“Great! Now just climb over the wall and down the steps.”

Lukas hesitates a little. It seems the steep fall is a bit scary to him. His eyes also go to the side, where Ella placed the body of Boquist.

“Don’t look at him, sweetie,” she tells the boy. “Look at the ladder. Focus on what you’re doing. Hurry up, now.”

She tries to sound firm without stressing him out. But she is stressed. Because up above, on Juma’s balcony, the first zombie heads have appeared. They reach their arms over the wall, trying to reach Lukas several feet below. Their grunts and groans reach the boy’s ears, and he looks up.

“Don’t look at them, either,” Ella says immediately. “Pretend they’re not there. Just climb down the ladder, Lukas. Climb down to me, so we can get out of here.”

The boy nods, then swings his leg over the wall. The ladder can’t reach the top of the wall, so Ella expected the boy to lower both legs down at once. But seeing him now, she realizes that will require him to hang from his arms, and she’s not sure he has the strength for that—or the courage. Placing himself astride the wall, Lukas seems to have the same thought, because he looks down at the ladder. The top rung is still almost a foot below his dangling boot.

“I can’t reach!”

“Yes, you can. But you need to swing the other leg over too. Just wrap your arms around the—watch out!”

Her cry makes Lukas jump and almost drop from the wall. A tall, skinny guy falls from above. He’s flailing his arms as he goes by Lukas, and even though he’s actually close enough that he could have grabbed the boy, he clearly doesn’t have the reflexes to act fast enough, so instead he hits the side of the ladder and plummets to the ground, landing with a sickening thud right next to Ella.

Holding on to the ladder with one hand, she already has the gun ready, and she shoots the guy through the temple as he tries to get back up. Then she looks back up at Lukas and urges him to get going. But the boy is clearly shocked. He’s still on the wall, but now he’s clinging on to it with both arms like a drowning kitty on a log.

“Damnit,” Ella hisses, putting the gun into her pocket. She quickly climbs up the ladder.

But she only reaches the fourth rung before Lukas screams: “Look out, Ella!”

Ella looks up just in time to see a teenage girl come rushing towards her. She jumps sideways off the ladder, narrowly missing a flying headbutt. Instead, the girl’s skull only hits her arm, but it does so hard enough that Ella cries out in pain and clutches her elbow.

The girl lands headfirst on the ground, audibly breaking her neck and crushing her skull. She jitters a little, but doesn’t try to get back up. Ella grabs her and pulls her aside. Then she looks back up.

Lukas is still hanging on. From above, the zombies are pushing and shoving to get to the front of the party. The reason for their eagerness could be that Lukas is closer to them now that he’s sitting on the wall. But judging by how much taller the zombies seem, Ella guesses they’ve tipped over something up there—the table, the chair, or something else. Or maybe they simply trampled one of their comrades to death. Whatever the case, they seem to be standing on something, which allows them to go over the wall much more readily than before.

As though to prove her point, the next one—a balding guy with his chin torn open to reveal his snapping molars—takes off in a clumsy somersault and lands on his ass. Ella shoots him before he can get up.

“Lukas! Listen to me! You need to climb down the ladder!”

But the boy hardly hears her. He’s crying, shaking his head, squeezing his eyes shut.

She can’t blame him. Going down through a storm of kamikaze zombies is too much to ask of anyone, let alone a small boy.

Fuck. I have no choice but to go up there.

This time, she looks up as she climbs. If she could only get Lukas to move to the other end of the balcony, she could avoid the worst of the falling zombies, because they would no doubt follow him. But the boy is in total shock and no longer listening.

So, Ella climbs up the ladder as quickly as she can. Two more zombies drop before she can reach him. One of them hits the side of the ladder but not Ella. The other one looks almost like he gets pushed in the back just as he drops, because he goes far enough out into the air that Ella can squeeze against the ladder and narrowly avoid getting hit. Instead, he smashes into the corner of the hood of Gunhild’s car, breaking the headlight.

Ella scales the last few rungs and grabs hold of Lukas’s leg.

He screams and begins kicking to get free.

“It’s me! It’s me, Lukas!”

The boy looks at her with eyes almost completely white. He’s hyperventilating, and even though he clearly wants to reach out and grab Ella, he can’t get his arms to cooperate. She has to pry him free. Once he finally comes off the wall, he clings onto her instead, wrapping his arms around her neck. The weight of him is almost enough for Ella to lose balance, and for a horrible second, she’s sure they’ll drop to the ground together, both breaking their legs.

Then she manages to regain her balance.

“Lukas, you’re choking me,” she croaks, trying to get him to ease off a little.

Then comes the next zombie from above, striking her shoulder, and she almost falls a second time. Lukas screams into her ear.

We won’t make it. It’ll take too long to climb down.

Ella only sees one way of doing it. She takes two careful steps down, then—still with the boy blocking her airways—she hisses: “Hold on with everything you’ve got, Lukas.”

He’s obviously doing it already. And it’s what saves him from falling as Ella reaches around the ladder, grabs it from behind, and in one terrifying swing, she let’s go with her feet and uses gravity to propel them both to the other side of the ladder. Lukas screams again at the feeling of free falling. Ella clutches the ladder with all her strength and just manages to hold on long enough that she can place her feet back onto it.

Half a second later, two zombies come dropping from above. Both of them hit the ladder, causing it to shake violently. They would undoubtedly have hit Ella and Lukas if she hadn’t swung around to the back of the ladder. Now, they simply tumble to the ground and join the growing group of zombies waiting down there.

“Lukas, you need to let go …”

Ella is running out of oxygen, and it’s even more strenuous to hold onto the ladder from this side. She manages to rip his arm free and get him to hold onto the ladder instead. He’s still mostly hanging onto her, but now Ella can breathe.

“We can’t climb down! We can’t climb down!” Lukas shrieks, pointing.

“I know, let me take care of them …” Wrapping one arm around the ladder, Ella pulls out the gun with the other and starts shooting at the zombies below. She’s glad she already tried firing the gun one-handed, because she’s better prepared for the violent recoil, and she doesn’t drop the gun.

There are seven zombies on the ground, and it takes her the rest of the shots to take them all down. She puts the gun back in her pocket. “No more bullets,” she tells Lukas through clenched teeth. “We have to go for it. Climb with me, Lukas.”

This time, the boy cooperates. They climb down the back of the ladder in awkward tandem as more zombies drop from the sky.

As they reach the ground, three zombies are waiting for them. One is unable to get up. The two others are stumbling around in the pile of the other ones, trying to make it around the ladder.

Ella jumps down on the grass as Lukas still clings on to the ladder. The closest zombie comes for him, and Ella shoves it back hard, causing it to fall over its dead friends. She reaches up, grabs Lukas, and rips him free from the ladder just as two more free divers hit the ground in front of the ladder.

Running along the building, Ella carries Lukas around the group of zombies to the other side of the car. She rips open the back door and all but throws him inside, slamming the door again.

Then she runs around to the other side of the car, just in time to shoulder tackle a female zombie about to climb through the open driver’s door. Ella jumps in and slams the door shut.

“They’re coming!” Lukas says from the back. “There are so many of them!”

“I know,” Ella pants, putting the car in drive.

Lukas is right; they really need to get moving, because the zombies are surrounding the car, and at the rate they’re falling from the balcony, the car very soon won’t be able to drive away.

Ella hits the gas, and the Nissan lurches forward, pushing aside two zombies and tipping over two more. One of them goes under the front tire, and the car sways hard. Then they’re driving across the frozen lawn. Ella looks in the mirror to see at least a dozen zombies take up pursuit.

“We made it,” she breathes, looking at Lukas and breaking into a big smile of relief. “Jesus, can you believe it? We made it. Are you okay?”

Lukas swallows and nods. “I’m fine … I think.”

“They didn’t touch you, did they?”

“No.”

“Good.” Ella lets out a long, hard breath. “Thank God.”
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“Well, shit,” Aksel says as Kristoffer stops talking. “It all adds up.”

“Yes, I think it does,” Kristoffer says, sounding pleasantly surprised—he probably wasn’t expecting them to believe a word of it.

While Aksel isn’t completely sure what to make of the part about the monster, he’s fairly certain Kristoffer isn’t making it up. The guy definitely believes what he saw. Whether the creature is real or not, that’s another matter.

But a deep intuition tells him it may very well be real. It’s got something to do with what Jakob told him in the dream he had. Something about how this whole thing got started.

“It’s something ancient that’s been awakened.”

Aksel can’t help but shiver. He’s never been superstitious, and he’s not going to start now. But this doesn’t feel at all like superstition. It feels like pieces of a puzzle clicking into place.

“I know it sounds like something out of a horror movie,” Kristoffer goes on. “But from what I read in the notebook, I really think Halgrim figured it all out. The myth about the draug makes sense, and it would also explain how it all started. Have you guys followed the news? Do they have a better suggestion for how this whole thing started?”

“Not really,” Anne concedes. “They still call it a disease.”

“It’s more like a curse,” Kristoffer says immediately. “Although it may present in the body as a virus—I wouldn’t know about that. I guess curses can cause physical symptoms and even make the host infectious.”

“I wasn’t only talking about your part of the story,” Aksel says. “Wait till you hear what happened to that guy—was it Halgrim?”

Kristoffer stops talking to look at Aksel intently. “You know what happened? Did they say it on the news?”

“I have it from an even closer and more reliable source,” Aksel says with a tired grin. “My own fucking eyes, brother. I was right there. It was my brother who picked up the guy and like a moron decided to haul him into town.”

Aksel has successfully managed to keep Jakob out of his thoughts for a few days now. He’s simply been too preoccupied with surviving. But now the grief comes rushing back in, like tar filling up his mind from below, slowly drowning everything. His breathing becomes labored, and his hearing is reduced to a low buzz, as the realization hits him all over again.

I can’t believe he’s really gone. Fuck, I miss him so badly.

The thought of Jakob not being in the world any longer seems like a bad joke. Like something that can’t possibly be true. How can it? Aksel can’t recall how the world was before Jakob was born, so how could he fathom a world without him now?

Kristoffer asks him something. Aksel doesn’t pick up on it. Anne answers him instead. Kristoffer’s tone changes. He places a hand on Aksel’s shoulder. It’s enough to force Aksel out of his stupor, and he looks at the guy.

“I’m sorry about your brother.”

“Yeah, me too,” Aksel mutters. He clears his throat and blinks several times, trying to get his senses back to their normal level of functioning. It’s not easy. His body feels like it wants to go to sleep then and there, simply lie down on the frozen ground and drift off.

Gotta keep moving. What was it Jakob said? That I wasn’t meant to die yet.

As if to prove the point, they pass a bush and suddenly have a clear view of the road. Guardian runs ahead. Aksel follows him, steps out onto the snow-covered asphalt, and looks in both directions. A hundred yards or so down road he sees the MPV, and his heart expands with relief. Behind the wheel sits a woman—it can only be Belinda. And as Anne and Kristoffer join him on the road, the back door opens, and Rosa comes tumbling out. She immediately runs towards them.

Guardian gives a happy yelp and takes off. He almost knocks her over as they meet each other. Once again, Aksel is struck by the sheer size of the beast—he and Rosa are almost eye-to-eye. She laughs as he covers her with sloppy dog kisses. Then she runs on to meet Aksel. He smiles and holds out his arms.

To his surprise, Rosa slows down, then stops a few steps in front of him and looks at him with a mixture of happiness and confusion. “What are you doing?”

“Well, I thought you … uhm, nothing,” Aksel mutters, lowering his arms. “Glad to see you, Rosa.”

“Glad to see you too,” she says, her smile growing wider. “You too, Anne. Thanks for bringing Aksel back.”

Anne gives a smile and a grunt as she walks past the girl towards the car.

“Rosa! Honey! Come back to the car, please!” Belinda calls.

“Sure, Mom!” Rosa calls back, then looks at Kristoffer. “Who are you?”

“I’m Kris,” he says.

“Nice to meet you, Kris.”

“Let’s get inside that car,” Aksel says, blowing into his hands. “I’m freezing.”

As they start walking, Aksel suddenly feels Rosa take his hand. “You really are cold,” she says, as though simply wanting to check his temperature. Aksel can’t tell whether she just wants to warm his fingers or if she’s showing affection. Perhaps both. Either way, she doesn’t let go, and they walk to the car hand in hand.

She really is weird, Aksel thinks to himself, but can’t help but smile.
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“Where are we going?”

The question calls Ella out of the stupor she’s fallen into. Blinking, she finds herself behind the wheel of a car. She’s driving on a highway somewhere. In the rear mirror, she can still see Mo against the skyline.

It takes her a few seconds to remember how she got here.

Gunhild. The narrow escape from the building.

Getting out of town was surprisingly easy. Ella feared the military would have blocked every road. And they had. But apparently, the blockades were already breached. Whether it had happened before or after the soldiers holding them had up and left, Ella couldn’t tell. Did it even matter? In any case, she was relieved to be able to zigzag through the cones and bars—most of which had already been tipped over or knocked aside, likely by other drivers desperate to get out of town.

She also saw a roll of barbed wire that a car had attempted to plow through, resulting in both front tires blowing before the car had crashed into a light post. The driver, a young guy with a mohawk and nose ring, was hanging out of the door, caught in the barbed wire. His clothes and skin were torn to shreds, none of which seemed to bother him; he was still pulling to get free. He’d probably been infected already in the car, had died in the crash, then woken back up and tried to get out and join the fun. Unfortunately for him, the barbed wire had caught him like a fly in a spider’s web.

Ella shakes the memory out of her head and looks at the boy in the passenger seat. “Huh?”

“I asked, where are we going? I thought you said you’d take me to my mom.”

“Oh, right. I was so focused on getting us out of town. Do you know where you mom is?”

“Last I saw her, she was at the courthouse.”

Shit, I forgot.

“Listen,” Ella says, clearing her throat as she pulls over. She doesn’t want to tell him his mom is dead. For one thing, he just lost his dad. For another, Ella doesn’t know for sure that she died. She pulls the handbrake and turns in her seat. “I need you to tell me what happened. You and your mom and your dad, were you at a courthouse this morning?”

Lukas nods.

“Why were you there?”

“Mom and Dad had to speak to a judge.”

“About what?”

“About foreldrene til Ansgar.”

“Who’s Ansgar? And why were they talking about his parents?”

“I don’t know.” He shrugs, then says, almost as a suggestion, “There’s a boy in my kindergarten named Ansgar.”

Ella frowns. “Did Ansgar do anything to you?”

“No. He’s my friend.”

“Are you sure they were talking about Ansgar’s parents?”

Lukas bites his lip. “I’m not sure. But they kept saying it.”

“What did they say exactly?”

He pronounces the words carefully: “Foreldrene til Ansgar.” He then groans and shakes his head. “No, that’s not it. I’m not saying it right.”

Ella thinks for a moment. “Do you mean ‘foreldreansvar’?”

The boy lights up. “Yes!”

It falls into place for Ella then. Boquist and his wife were fighting over custody of the boy. “I get it now,” she says. “And what happened when you got to the courthouse?”

The boy thinks back. A worried look comes on his face. “I heard someone scream. Then there was an alarm. My dad said it was just a fire, but then someone shouted something about the infected people, and …” The boy begins to breathe faster.

“You know what, don’t think about it,” Ella says quickly. “There’s no reason to try and remember. We need to call your mom and ask her where she is.”

Lukas looks relieved as Ella pulls out Boquist’s phone. She activates the screen. It shows the mute symbol along with no less than 88 missed calls.

Maybe she is alive after all. Someone is certainly trying to reach Boquist.

Ella can’t see who the calls are from, though, because of the screen lock. It requires either a thumbprint or a four-digit code.

She looks at Lukas. “Do you know when your dad’s birthday is?”

“Yes! It’s in the summer.”

“Yeah, but what day?”

“Uhm … Saturday, I think.”

“No, I mean what date?”

“I don’t know,” Lukas says regretfully.

“Damnit,” Ella mutters. “And I assume you don’t remember your mom’s phone number, either?”

“No.”

“What’s her name, then?”

“Fatima.”

“Fatima Boquist?”

“No, Fatima Hashmi.”

“Oh.” Ella is mildly surprised to hear what can only be a Muslim name. It would explain the boy’s dark brown eyes. Maybe Boquist wasn’t a complete racist after all.

Ella takes her own phone and tries to find Fatima Hashmi on Facebook. No luck. She can’t find her address on Google, either. Not that Ella had high expectations. Dating a famous handball player, it would be very unlikely that Fatima had her address or contact information publicly available.

Ella sighs. “I can’t find her. And I can’t get past the screen lock without the—”

At that moment, the phone lights up. On the screen is a picture of a beautiful, smiling Muslim woman wearing a pink hijab. Below her face, it says, SCAN THUMB OR PRESS CODE TO ANSWER.

“Oh, come on!” Ella says.

“Is that my mom calling?” Lukas exclaims, leaning over. “Answer it! Let me talk to her, please!”

“I can’t answer her call,” Ella says. “Not without the pin code.”

“Oh,” Lukas says, slumping back as the call ends. He tears up. “It’s all my fault. I’m so stupid, I couldn’t remember Dad’s birthday.”

“It’s not your fault,” Ella says. “We’ll figure out some other way of reaching your mom.”

But Ella is out of ideas. Boquist’s phone is running out of power, too. Fourteen percent left. Not that it matters. Without the pin code, the phone is as useful as a beer coaster.

There’s a moment of quiet in the car.

“Ella?” The boy has stopped sulking. He’s looking at her. “I know ... I know my own birthday if that helps?”

Ella raises her brow. “You do?”

“Uh-huh. It’s May 30.”

Ella activates the screen again. She types in 3-0-0-5. Not really expecting anything, she blinks as the home screen suddenly appears. “Holy hell … that was it!”

“Yes!” Lukas shouts, raising both fists. “Can we call my mom now?”

“We can,” Ella says. She finds Fatima and makes the call.

Someone picks up immediately. A woman with a heavy accent barks, “Rasmus? Thank God! Is Lukas okay?”

“Uhm, this is Ella Nilsen,” she says. “I’m with Lukas. He’s fine.”

The woman on the other end utters a string of words in Arabic, followed by an in-breath that sounds like she’s fighting back tears. “Praised be God. And thank you, kind miss!”

“That’s not Mom,” Lukas says, leaning closer to listen in. “It’s Jaddah!”

“What?” Ella asks, taking the phone away to check that she called the right person. She did.

“Jaddah!” Lukas shouts. “It’s me! Lukas!”

The woman on the other end starts ranting in Arabic again. It sounds like she’s crying now. Confused, Ella puts the phone on speaker. “Excuse me, but who are you?”

“Uzma Hashmi,” the woman says, fighting to talk through her crying fit. “Lukas is my grandchild. May I please speak with him?”

“I can hear you, Jaddah!” Lukas says with a grin.

The grandmother showers the boy with what can only be verbal love. Ella hears the word “Habibi” several times. Lukas doesn’t seem to understand much Arabic, but he’s apparently used to his grandmother going off in the foreign language.

“Where’s Mom?” he asks. “Is she with you? Can I talk with her?”

The woman begins crying again. This time, it doesn’t sound like tears of relief. She says something in Norwegian, but it’s hard to make out. Ella picks up “called home by Allah.” She quickly switches off the speaker and looks at Lukas. “Let me talk with your grandma, all right? We’ll figure it out.”

“But what did she say about Mom?” Lukas asks, looking confused.

“Let me talk with her,” Ella says again, avoiding the question. “You stay in the car, okay?”

“Okay.”

She opens the door and steps out into the cold air. She puts the phone to her ear. Uzma is still sobbing.

“Did I understand you right?” Ella says in a low voice. “Did your daughter die?”

The woman confirms it.

“Fuck,” Ella mutters, turning to glance back in at Lukas. He’s leaning over to stare out at her. Despite how much she tries to fake a smile, she can tell he doesn’t buy it. He already knows. “I’m very sorry, Uzma,” Ella says. “But Lukas still needs you. He—”

“Yes! Yes, please, bring my grandson to us. My husband and I, we are safe. Please, bring him to me!”

“Where are you guys?”

“In lockdown. Our house, it’s very secure.”

“What’s the address?”

Uzma tells her a street name and number. “It’s just south of Lillehammer. Please bring him to us! We are not allowed to leave. I wanted to go see my daughter one last time, but … they wouldn’t let me … there are guards here.” She sounds like she’s about to cry again, but manages to stem the flood. “Please. Lukas will be safe with us. I beg you, kind miss, please bring my grandson home! We will give you everything. We have plenty of money!”

Ella almost laughs at this. Money is about the last thing she wants right now. “I’ll bring him to you. It may take a while, because we’re some miles away. But we’re coming.”

“Thank you, thank you, miss! Thank you so much! God bless you!”

“I need to save battery, so I’m shutting off the phone. But I’ll call you once we’re close. All right?”

She’s not entirely sure the woman hears her; she’s still busy thanking and blessing her. Ella ends the call and turns off Boquist’s phone.

Then, just as she’s about to get back into the car, something makes her take out her own phone. She calls up her mother. Hardly expecting anything, Ella listens to the beeps as the signal tries to reach her mother’s phone.

Her heart leaps as her call is answered and her mom says: “Ella?”
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“Okay,” Aksel says, breaking the silence. “Now that we’re all caught up and properly introduced, what’s the plan? Where do we go from here?”

He turns in the driver’s seat to look at them.

In front are Belinda with Rosa on her lap. Kristoffer himself is sitting between Anne and Folmer. In the cargo area is the giant dog, panting right behind Kristoffer’s ear.

The heater is going at full throttle, and Kristoffer is very grateful for it. His fingertips are still tingling, his cheeks are burning, and his nose is running. It’s the first time since leaving home that he’s been able to take off his jacket, and he’s sure he doesn’t smell too nice. None of the others said anything when he unzipped it, but Folmer gave him a sideways glance and pressed himself a little closer up against the door.

I’ve been living in the wild for days, Kristoffer thinks. And before that, I was in a pantry for over a week. Gimme a break, will you?

They offered him what was left of a bag of Lay’s. It was salt and vinegar, his favorite kind. But he declined because he can still taste the meat that Ragnar served him—or maybe he can’t, maybe it’s just his imagination. After all, Ingrid must be well into his lower intestines by now. Still, he suspects it’ll be a while before he can talk himself into eating anything without retching.

Aksel, on the other hand, scarfed down the chips with gusto, finishing off with half a bottle of the water that Rosa gave him. She’d been outside filling all the empty soda bottles with snow, which had melted and turned into perfectly drinkable water.

No one speaks for several seconds. Everyone is eyeing each other.

“Don’t be afraid to speak your mind,” Aksel urges them. “I’m sure we all have personal preferences, so let’s try and voice them, and maybe we can find some common ground to go on.” Under his breath, he mutters to Rosa, “I sound like a school teacher now, don’t I?”

Rosa nods and says plainly, “You do.”

Anne clears her throat. “I’m still trying to get a hold of my daughter. If she’s really alive …” Her voice falters slightly, and she visibly gets a hold of herself. “Then obviously, I’m going to get her. Wherever she is.”

“Of course,” Belinda says, empathy streaming from her face as she looks at Anne. She swallows, winces, then goes on. “I’m sure she’s fine. It can only have been her sending you that text, right? She’s probably just run out of battery and trying to find a charger.”

“I hope so,” Anne says quietly.

“We have no family left,” Belinda goes on softly, stroking Rosa’s hair. “So we have nowhere to go, really. I think the smartest thing for us is to stick with you guys.” She looks at Aksel at this, and he gives her a nod.

Another long moment of silence follows.

“I think we can all agree that going to any major towns is stupid,” Aksel says. “Last time, we barely got out alive. So, are we sticking to the original plan? Going as far north as we can, hoping the dead fuckers can’t reach us up there due to the cold? What do you say, Folmer?”

Folmer shifts a little in his seat as the attention turns to him. “I say that’s not a bad idea. Anything that’ll give us a shot at being safe gets my vote.”

“I’m not sure it’ll work.” It’s Rosa speaking. She’s looking thoughtfully at Aksel. “I mean, I know the man your brother found was frozen stiff, but all those zombies that followed you through the valley, they moved just fine, right? Yet it’s below thirty outside, so they should freeze up. Why didn’t they?”

“That’s a great question,” Aksel mutters. “I guess because they were moving, maybe? The guy in the cabin … Halgrim, was it?” He glances briefly at Kristoffer. “He was suspended in the air. I don’t think the zombies got much circulation going, but it seems like as long as they’re free to walk around, their flesh doesn’t freeze. At least not enough to stop them moving around. And besides—”

“But we don’t know if that’s the case farther north,” Folmer argues. “I mean, it gets well below zero at night up there, and—”

“And besides,” Aksel goes on, “there’s another factor we need to consider.”

“What’s that?” Folmer asks.

“Halgrim died of natural causes. Hanging, to be exact. Sure, the virus or whatever was in his system, but he could have been dead for some time before it woke him back up. He was probably frozen by then.”

Folmer looks like he wants badly to find a counter-argument but comes up empty. Instead, he turns his gaze out the window. It’s begun to snow again. “So we’re freezing our asses off for no good reason. And we can’t hope to escape the infection no matter where we go.”

This time, the silence in the car feels deeper. No one seems to know where to pick up the conversation.

Kristoffer surprises himself by speaking. “I say we go face the clown.”

They all turn their heads to look at him.

“Is that some kinda slang?” Belinda asks. “Because if it is, I haven’t heard that expression before.”

“It’s from the Stephen King book,” Kristoffer says. “You know, Pennywise?”

“Oh, right,” Aksel says. “I watched that one as a kid. It was great. The remake isn’t bad, either.”

“The book’s even better,” Kristoffer says. “I read it like five times.”

“So what do you mean, we go ‘face the clown’?” Belinda asks, frowning. “I hope you’re not suggesting we go looking for that creature you told us about and try to kill it …?”

“No,” Kristoffer says. “Well, yes. But I’m not sure we can kill it.”

Aksel grunts. “Then why the fuck would you go find it? To ask it out on a date?”

“I think it has the power to make all this stop,” Kristoffer says earnestly—very aware that he’s about to do more crazy talk. “I don’t know how it works exactly, but if Halgrim’s memoirs are reliable, then the draug definitely caused this thing. It cursed Helda, and she gave it to Halgrim who then gave it to … well, everybody. What if this whole thing can be reversed? What if the curse can be lifted?”

“So you want to ask it nicely to take back the curse?” Aksel asks.

“I don’t know,” Kristoffer says, shrugging. “I don’t even know if it’s possible to communicate with it. But … the notebook said they were very hard to kill, and most attempts failed.”

“Most attempts?” Anne repeats. “You make it sound like this has happened before.”

“It did, if you believe the myths,” Kristoffer says. “Back in medieval times. That’s also when this draug was created. It’s been buried in the grave in the Petersens’ backyard for all this time.”

“But you said it’s a physical being, right?” Aksel asks. “Not like a ghost or some shit. It has an actual body.”

“It does. At least partly. It’s hard to explain.”

“Did you see it?” Rosa asks.

“No. But there was a description in the notebook.” Kristoffer clears his throat. “It said … ‘twice the size of a human being, three times as strong, and able to control its opponent’s thoughts and movements’ …”

“Fuck,” Aksel whispers. “Okay, I see why you don’t want to take it on in a fistfight. Do we have anything we can use as leverage? Does it have, like, a kryptonite?”

Another sentence from the book comes to mind. “The only thing it truly cares about is its treasure which it was buried with.”

“But stealing it wouldn’t be a clever move, would it?” Aksel asks right away. “That’s what the woman who lived there found out. Maybe if we—”

“Hey, hey, look,” Folmer suddenly interrupts. “Why are we still talking about this? Even if this story is true …” He gives Kristoffer a significant sideways glance at this. “Why the hell would we want to go there? It would clearly be suicide. You already told us how it killed a police officer and two kids and God knows how many others. Whatever it is, it’s obviously very dangerous. I say we turn the car around and go the other way. Get as far away from it as possible.”

Folmer and the rest of them look at Kristoffer for a counter-argument. They all pretty much look like they don’t want him to come up with any good reason to not to do as Folmer suggests.

“Look, guys,” Kristoffer says with a sigh. “I don’t know. All right? I don’t know. I just think it’s what I’m meant to do.” He shrugs. “I had a lot of time to think about it. When I look back at everything that’s happened to me … it just can’t be coincidence. First, I was trapped in the Petersens’ house for days with that thing lurking right outside in the garden. Then I got the notebook from the cop—which I probably wouldn’t have found if he hadn’t brought it to me. And now I’ve met you guys …” He looks at Aksel. “And you basically completed the puzzle for me. I know it sounds crazy, but we’re probably the only ones in the world who know what we know. And if we don’t at least give it a try, then we’ll never know if we could have made a difference.” Kristoffer isn’t sure where this sudden conviction is coming from, but he can feel it deep in his guts. He looks at Anne. “You said the last you heard, the infection had spread to all the Nordic countries, right?”

Anne nods grimly. “Germany too. And England just this morning. There are rumors of infected people in Russia too, but their government is keeping it hushed.”

“So basically all of Northern Europe,” Kristoffer goes on. “What’s it been since it reached Torik? A week? How long before it crosses the oceans?”

“They’re already calling it a pandemic on Facebook,” Belinda interjects. “They’ve shut down all international airlines and ships. Australia, America, even Africa are in complete lockdown.”

“It’s like COVID on steroids,” Aksel mutters, looking at Kristoffer. “I get your point. This isn’t going to be solved by social distancing, and I doubt they’ll come up with a vaccine either.”

“If I’m right that this is more of a curse than a virus, then modern medicine can’t do squat about it,” Kristoffer says.

“I’m sure the military is doing everything they can,” Folmer interjects—but his tone suggests even he doesn’t have much faith in law enforcement.

“Yeah, they did a great job so far,” Aksel scoffs. “No offense.” That last remark is aimed at Anne.

She doesn’t seem to care; she just shakes her head. “They have no idea what they’re up against.”

“I get why you think I’m insane,” Kristoffer goes on. “I’m surprised you didn’t throw me out of the car when I told you about this creature. And now … now I’m suggesting we go and face it.” He almost bursts out laughing. “And I can’t even give you a really good reason, other than what my gut is telling me. So I don’t expect any of you to follow me. But …” He squeezes his lips together briefly—they’re chapped from the freezing weather—then he says what he already knew, but didn’t want to admit to himself. “I’m going up there. Or rather, I’m going home. My house is in Bodum, and it’s big enough for all of you, if you want to come. If you don’t, then could you maybe drop me off? If you don’t want to, that’s fine too. I can walk.”

He says it in a very even tone, suggesting he won’t be mad if they ask him to walk the thirty minutes home through the snowfall, which has grown heavier now. And he really won’t. He understands what he’s asking is a lot. Even approaching Bodum where the monster dwells could be a risk.

“Fuck, man,” Aksel says. “You’re really serious about this, aren’t you? You’re really doing it, even if we’re not coming with you?”

Kristoffer shrugs. “I’m not trying to sound like a hero or anything. I just … feel responsible. I saw that hole. I read Halgrim’s notes. I know too much to look the other way.”

“Say we do go to your house,” Belinda says, talking slowly. “What then?”

Kristoffer holds out his hands. “Well, I have enough food for a while in my freezer. And my chickens lay eggs every day. If the power’s gone, I have a fireplace and plenty of wood, so we won’t freeze. I have a double bed, and my grandma’s bed is also still there. Plus two extra mattresses. It’d be a little crammed, but we could all sleep there.”

“Doesn’t sound too shabby to me,” Aksel grunts. “Right now, I’d settle for even the shittiest bed and breakfast if it means I get to lie down.”

“Okay, but … what then?” Belinda asks again, looking intently at Kristoffer. “Won’t that thing come for us if we’re staying right next door?”

“No, I don’t think so,” Kristoffer says. “For one thing, my house is at the other end of town. But there was a line in the book … ‘The only thing that’ll make a draug leave its resting place voluntarily is to seek vengeance on those who’ve desecrated the tomb or stolen from it’ …” He looks from Belinda to Aksel to Anne, then back at Belinda. “It wants to stay in its grave. Unless someone provokes it, it’s not coming out. All those people it killed—they all entered the grave. I was there. I crossed the lawn several times. It could easily have jumped out and killed me, but it didn’t.”

Silence.

“Wait, we’re not seriously considering this, are we?” Folmer blurts out.

“Whatever we decide, we’ll need to find a gas station soon,” Anne says, nodding towards the dashboard. “It began blinking ten minutes ago. I’d guess we have thirty miles left, tops.”

“That’ll be enough to reach Torik,” Aksel says. “Or, if we stick to the plan and go north, I guess we’ll find a station in … what’s that dump called? Elgasund?”

“Yes, they have an Ingo,” Kristoffer says. “But what if the power’s out? Or the tank hasn’t been filled since this thing broke out? You risk getting stranded up there.”

“He’s right,” Aksel says, looking at Anne. “And going back to Torik, I’m really not comfortable with that.”

“I have gas,” Kristoffer says. “I keep around ten gallons in my garage for when the roads freeze over and it’s risky to drive to Torik. You’re free to take it all. I won’t be needing it.”

They all exchange looks.

“Any objections?” Aksel asks.

“Yeah,” Folmer says emphatically. “I say we take our chances with Elgasund.”

Aksel looks around. “Anyone else?”

“I vote for Kristoffer’s place,” Rosa says in her usual matter-of-fact tone. “And I don’t just mean for the gas. I think he’s right.”

Kristoffer can’t help but smile at the girl. Even though she’s very young and a bit strange, she’s also clearly intelligent in her own way, and he’s just glad that someone believes him.

“Me too,” Aksel says. “That’s two votes for Bodum. Belinda?”

The woman looks at her daughter with worry painted all over her face. She gently strokes aside her bangs. “I’m sorry,” she says quietly, shaking her head. “I can’t place my little girl in any more danger. I’m voting against going to Kristoffer’s place. Sorry.” That last part, she says to Kristoffer.

“Don’t be,” he mutters. “I understand.”

“Well,” Aksel says, looking at the cop. “Since Guardian can’t speak, you get the deciding vote, Anne.”

“She just said she’s going to get her daughter,” Folmer exclaims. “And she’s not in Bodum, is she?”

Anne shakes her head slowly. “I don’t know where she is. But no … going to Bodum makes no sense to me right now. If it was up to me, I’d say we—”

As though by some kind of magic, Anne’s phone starts ringing. She takes it out, looks at it, then covers her mouth with her hand. Without taking her eyes off the phone, she whispers, “It’s her.” Then she answers the call.
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“Ella?”

Anne holds her breath as she waits for the person on the other end to reply.

She’s very aware that it could be anybody. It could be a police officer about to tell her some very bad news. Or it could be a random stranger who found the phone in the street.

So she tries very hard not to hope. But she can’t help it. Her heart is already pounding away in her throat. And it grows even bigger, threatening to choke her, when she hears her daughter say: “God, I’m glad to hear your voice, Mom.”

Anne closes her eyes as the world spins around itself. “Right back at you, sweetheart. Where are you? Are you okay?”

“I’m absolutely fine,” Ella says, and Anne can tell it’s true and not just a reassuring lie. She sounds emotional, but not scared, sick, or in pain. “How about you, Mom?”

“I’m fine too. Where are you?”

“Just outside Mo. I tried to leave earlier, but I got hung up. Are you still in Trondheim?”

“No, I’m actually way up north. But I’ll come for you right away. I can be there before nightfall.” Anne puts her seat belt back on and gestures for Aksel to begin driving.

“But listen, Mom. There’s something I need to do first. I have a boy with me. I have to drop him off at his grandparents’ place. But it works out, because they live in Lillehammer. What say we meet up there? We’re headed there now, and I think it’s only a couple of hours if the roads are clear. It is far from where you’re at?”

“No, that’s actually a lot closer than Mo,” Anne says. “I’m just outside of Torik, so Lillehammer is only—”

“Torik?” She can almost hear Ella frown. “Why would you go there?”

“It’s, it’s a long story. It doesn’t really matter, but I’m with a group of people. Our plan was to go somewhere cold enough that the infected people wouldn’t be able to reach us. I thought … I thought you were dead, sweetheart.” She strains to keep her voice even. “So I didn’t see any point in sticking around.”

“No, I get that. It’s just … I think something bad is still there. In Torik. You shouldn’t be anywhere near that place.”

“It’s fine, honey. I’m sure there are no more infected people in Torik than any other town by now. And besides—”

“I’m not talking about the infected people, Mom. I think maybe … I think something evil is there.”

This gives Anne pause. She becomes aware that the others are staring at her. In the quiet of the car, they seem able to hear what Ella is saying over the phone.

“Does she know?” Kristoffer asks. “Does she know about the draug?”

Anne waves at him like someone shooing away a fly. “Listen, sweetheart, I’m coming for you. Where are you, exactly? Are you outside? Can you keep warm?”

Ella hesitates before answering, and Anne is scared for a moment that the connection is lost.

“What did that guy say?” Ella asks. Her tone is different now. “Did he say ‘draug’?”

“It was nothing,” Anne says, sending Kristoffer an annoyed look. “Don’t worry about it, Ella. Right now I just need you to tell me—”

“How the fuck does she know about the draug?” Aksel blurts out.

Anne opens the door. “Hold on one second, Ella.”

She’s about to get out, when a hand grabs her. She whips her head around to glare at Aksel. “Let go of me.”

He looks back at her, earnestly. “Please. We need to know what she knows.”

Anne feels heat rise to her cheeks. She’s suddenly furious and wants nothing more than to slap Aksel in the face. The logical part of her brain realizes it’s really because she’s scared. It’s not so much the monster that scares her—she’s still not sure it’s even real—it’s the thought of placing Ella in any kind of danger.

She bares her teeth, about to snarl at Aksel to get his fucking hand away from her, when Ella says in her ear: “Mom, please. Tell me what’s going on.”

The softness in her daughter’s voice. The calm, assertive way she says it. It’s like hearing a younger version of herself. And it makes the anger drain away almost in an instant.

She sighs and closes the door again. Aksel takes his hand away, but keeps staring at her. They all do.

“It’s insane, really,” Anne begins, rubbing her temple. “We found this guy … Kristoffer … who claims to know how this whole thing started. He says it’s a … uhm …” Anne can’t bring herself to says the word.

“A draug!” Kristoffer calls out, staring at the phone in Anne’s hand. “A mythical creature from Medieval times. Do you know about it, Ella?”

Anne feels a stab of annoyance at how Kristoffer inserts himself into the conversation that was supposed to be just between her and Ella. The conversation was also supposed to be only about how they can find each other—not all this mumbo-jumbo. At the same time, Anne is also curious—despite herself—to find out exactly how her daughter knows about the draug.

“Can Kristoffer hear me, Mom? Can you put me on speaker?”

Anne reluctantly puts her on speaker.

“We can hear you now, Ella,” Aksel says. “I’m Aksel, by the way. Kristoffer is here too, along with Rosa, Belinda, Folmer, and Guardian—he’s a dog. On behalf of all of us, nice to meet you and glad you turned out to be alive.”

Aksel talks fast, in a nonchalant manner, and Anne can’t help but pick up on how his voice changed slightly the moment he addressed Ella. It’s probably not something Aksel is even aware of, but he’s ever so discreetly turning on the charm. Belinda seems to notice it too, because she sends him a brief, sidelong glance. And to Anne’s dismay, Ella responds to it too.

“Uhm, hi,” she says. Anne can hear she’s smiling. “Thanks for keeping my mom safe.”

“It’s the other way around, really,” Aksel says right away—alleviating some of Anne’s annoyance. “Your mom saved my bacon twice already. Anyway, what do you know about the draug?”

A moment of hesitation. Anne hears a car door opening and closing. Judging by the lack of wind, Ella is now inside a vehicle. She sniffs, clearly cold from standing outside the car. Why she did that, Anne doesn’t know.

“Not much, really,” Ella begins. “I read something this morning online, and I stumbled upon the name. That’s really all. But I felt … I dunno, something. I felt it again now that … was it Kristoffer? When he mentioned it just now.”

They all exchange looks. “Kristoffer will give you the rundown in a minute,” Aksel says. “He’s our draug expert. But first, can you tell us how the hell you survived the infection? Because you were properly infected, right?”

“I was,” Ella says. Anne hears her daughter’s voice grow a little deeper, a little more serious. “And I have no idea how, but my system kicked the virus. Except … I don’t really think it’s a virus.”

That last part leaves them all staring at each other once again.

“What do you think it is, then?” This time, it’s Kristoffer asking the question.

Ella pauses for a full ten seconds before she answers. What she says causes a shiver to run down Anne’s back.

“I know this might sound insane, but … I think it’s more of curse.”
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“What is a draug?”

Ella looks at Lukas. The boy is eating an old, half-frozen peanut bar he found in the glove compartment. They’ve been driving in silence for over an hour. Now and then, Ella turns on the radio, hoping to find some music, but it’s mostly emergency broadcasts repeating information she already knows.

Stay away from the infected. Isolate yourself. Avoid contact with anyone you don’t know. Await help. The authorities are working hard to restore order. Things are under control. And other lies.

She thought the boy hadn’t picked up on what she spoke to her mom and the others about, but of course he did. Ella was freezing her ass off, so she had no choice but to get back inside the car before they were done talking, and she could tell he listened to everything she said.

“Is it some kind of boss zombie?” he asks, chewing thoughtfully.

“Well, it’s … it’s not real. It’s just like a fairy tale, you know? From very old times. Someone made it up, just like they made up stories about witches and trolls and Santa Claus. All that stuff.” She realizes she might have made a mistake and glances sideways at him. “You know Santa isn’t real, right?”

He grins, showing peanut bits between his teeth. “Of course. I’m five, you know. I’m not a baby.”

“No, of course not.”

He bites off another chunk. “But if it’s just something someone made up, why did you talk about it like it’s real?”

“Because …”

It might be.

She sighs. “I don’t know. Let’s talk about something else, huh? Like, where do you go to school?”

The boy begins talking, and Ella nods and pretends to listen. In reality, she’s preoccupied with her thoughts.

The plan is for her to drop off Lukas, then meet up with her mother. Together, they’ll go back to Bodum to join the rest of the group in Kristoffer’s house. From there … Ella doesn’t know. But she’s pretty sure it involves going to the hole where the draug lives. Kristoffer said something about it, but didn’t go into details about what exactly they were supposed to do. Because he didn’t know.

It’s insane. We can’t just go seek out that thing … We have no idea what it’s capable of or what it wants or if we can even communicate with it.

But if Kristoffer is right, if the draug really did cause this catastrophe, then he might just be the only one who can end it again.

Ever since she came back, Ella has felt different. Clearer, somehow. Lighter. Like she really did die in that bathroom, and when she woke up again, she’d shed some of her earthly weight.

Her thoughts are different too, and the way she perceives things. Like the zombies. They didn’t look like flesh-eating monsters to her anymore. That was just a thin veil draped over a much deeper reality. A reality in which every infected person was actually not sick but possessed. The virus—for lack of a better word—had killed them and was now using their dead bodies as meat puppets on a string, as Juma had concluded from the tests he ran on his aunt.

Rather, it had transformed them. Just like it had transformed Ella. Only the outcome in her case was vastly different. Everyone else, everyone who hadn’t been able to fight off the virus, had succumbed to it and are now trapped in an awful state of limbo in which both death and life are denied them. Doomed to walk the earth until they rot and fall apart.

She is absolutely certain that whatever the zombies are, the explanation is beyond science and medicine. Because those only deal with the mind and the body. Yet this is something deeper. It is the very soul that the virus attacks, and since a virus obviously can’t attack souls, it must be something else.

It must be something supernatural.

Something mythical.

That’s why the word draug had sparked something in her. And that’s why she immediately understood what Kristoffer said. She could tell—even over the phone—that he felt the same way. Because of what he’s seen and read. Because of how close he’s been to the draug.

Ella hasn’t been anywhere near Bodum or the hole in the ground, but she has experienced it firsthand. The curse. And somehow, that means she is now inescapably connected to the draug. She is bound to it, and just like Kristoffer, she feels a sense of responsibility.

Whatever is to come, whatever it will take, she needs to go towards it, and not run away from it. That’s why she’d voted in favor of going to Kristoffer’s place when they asked her. And after a little persuasion, her mother had changed her vote, too. Which is why they decided to—

“That’s the road to my grandma and grandpa’s house!”

“Oh, right.” Ella barely noticed the lights from Lillehammer up ahead. They are still half a mile out, but the boy points at a road branching out to the right. The sign is halfway covered in snow. It says Damveien, the name Uzma gave her.

She makes the turn. It’s snowing a little heavier now, and it’s pretty obvious that clearing the roads hasn’t been anybody’s priority recently, because drifts are starting to form. If the weather turns worse, the roads will soon become impossible to drive on—unless you have a snowmobile.

Damveien doesn’t lead them that much closer to Lillehammer. Instead, it seems to snake around the town. They pass a big pond which must have given name to the road. It’s frozen over, and the benches are all white from snow. In the summer, it’s probably a nice place to hang out.

There are only a couple of houses on Damveien. They are big, though, and it looks like rich people live out here.

Another residence comes up ahead, and Lukas points eagerly. “There! That’s their house!”

Ella sees two vans parked by the closed gate. On the sides is written the name of some private security company. She stops in front of the gate and looks in at the house. It’s more of a mansion, really. Either Fatima’s parents were well-off when they came to the country, or their son-in-law had been generous with some of the millions he’d earned from playing top handball.

The lights are on in there, and Ella can see people moving on the ground floor. She flicks the headlights and catches the attention of a man. A moment later, the front door is opened, and a woman in a scarf comes running out. She only makes it three or four steps down the stairs before an elderly Arab man runs after and grabs her. He hauls her back inside. Out comes instead two younger men Ella assumes must be guards. They’re wearing bulletproof vests over their uniforms and are carrying handguns—they look like bodyguards from an American movie. All they’re missing are sunglasses and earpieces.

They close the door behind them and run across the courtyard while scanning every direction. Two big lanterns poised on each side of the gate create a lit-up area immediately around the gate, but the rest of the courtyard and the surrounding area is dark. It’s hard to see very far, and someone could be approaching.

The guards reach the gate, press a code on a panel, and one side opens. One of them comes out, his head still whipping back and forth, making sure no one’s sneaking up on him. At the same time, his eyes keep going to Ella, and although his gun is aimed at the ground, she gets the clear impression he’s ready to raise it and fire at any moment. So she makes sure to keep her hands on the steering wheel and not move them.

The guard reaches her window, taps it once, and Ella rolls it down.

“Ari!” Lukas shouts right away. “It’s me, Lukas!”

Ella is mildly surprised that Lukas knows the guards. She thought they’d been hired after the virus broke out, but apparently, they’ve been here before—they could even be permanent staff.

The guy shoots a quick glance past Ella at the boy, and a shadow of a smile flicks over his face. “Glad to see you, buddy. You OK?”

“Yes, I’m fine.”

“And you?” the guard asks, giving Ella a hard look. “No scratches, no wounds?”

“I’m not infected, no.” The scratch marks on her wrist are still there, and she hopes the guard doesn’t ask her to roll up her sleeves.

His eyes scan her up and down, ending on her face, and though he doesn’t say anything, his demeanor clearly states: “If I find out you’re lying, I won’t hesitate to shoot you.”

“Look, I’m just here to drop off Lukas,” she assures him. “I’ll be on my way as soon as he’s safe inside.”

The guard nods once, then signals to his partner, who’s taken up position in the middle of the open gateway. He moves aside, waving Ella forward. She fumbles the car into gear and drives through the gates.

Just as they enter the courtyard, Lukas turns his head abruptly to look out the side window.

“What is it?” Ella asks.

“I thought I saw something move,” he mutters. “Out in the darkness.”

“Outside of the wall?”

“Yes.”

There’s a large flower bed in the middle of the courtyard with a big, bushy rhododendron. Ella drives around it and comes as close to the stairs leading to the front door as she can, stops, and pulls the handbrake. “It could have just been a bird or a cat or something,” she mutters, unbuckling. “Come on, let’s get you inside.”

As she reaches over to unfasten Lukas’s belt, a woman screams.

Ella looks up at the house. The front door is open again, and Uzma is standing there, pointing and shouting to the same place Lukas thought he saw something.

Ella can’t get a clear view in that direction because of the way the car is parked, and she also doesn’t have the time, because her door is ripped open, and she’s dragged out of the car. The guard shoves her hard towards the stairs. “Get inside!” he roars, then runs around the car.

Ella hesitates at the foot of the stairs. Everything is suddenly happening very fast. Uzma is still shouting from the open door. Her husband is trying to drag her back inside. The guard goes for Lukas’s door but changes his mind at the last moment, as he senses someone approaching from behind. He whips around, and Ella sees three figures coming through the rhododendron. For a silly second, she imagines the zombies were hiding inside the bush all along. But of course they weren’t; they simply plowed right through the obstacle instead of going around it, which kept them conveniently out of sight until the last moment.

The guard shouts a warning as he raises his gun. Something about them being on private property and to leave immediately, or he will have no choice but to open fire. It sounds most of all like something he’s legally obliged to say—Ella can clearly tell he doesn’t expect the infected people to heed his warning.

And they don’t.

So, he starts firing.

Six or seven well-placed shots, and all three of them go down. The only problem is that the guard shoots them in the legs. And while the bullets clearly do a lot of damage to their knees, thighs, and shins, enough in fact to drop them to the ground, it’s not enough to kill them. The closest one tries to get back up, while the other two simply resort to crawling forward.

“The head!” Ella shouts. “Shoot them in the—”

She’s cut off as another series of shots is fired. She looks towards the gate and sees the other guard. He’s backing up while taking shots at another group of zombies. They’re also coming from that same direction, and there are at least six of them that Ella can make out in the darkness.

The guard by the car utters a curse, turns around, and shouts to Lukas: “Close the doors, buddy! Don’t come out!” Then he resumes firing at the oncoming zombies. But they’re close now, and he’s still not aiming at their heads, so they press on through the bullets. The guard has no choice but to move away from the car, or he’ll get pinned.

The other guard comes running. “What are you doing? Get the boy!”

“It’s too late! He’s safe in the car!”

“No, damnit! We need to get him inside the house!”

The second guard runs to the driver’s side of the car, rips open the door, leans in to get Lukas—and he actually manages to pull the boy out, when two more zombies reach him from the opposite direction.

Ella—like the rest of them—was completely focused on the bigger group that she paid no attention to the other side. She hears herself scream a warning.

The guard becomes aware of the threat just in time to put down the boy, fumble his gun out from the holster, and fire at close range into the chest of the guy coming for him. It’s not enough to stop him, and he falls into the guard. The guard roars out, drops the gun, and makes some kind of judo move, throwing the guy over his hip and headfirst into the gravel. As he does, though, he also cries out in pain, and his hand goes to the side of his neck. Ella sees a row of bloody stripes appearing across the guard’s jawline. He looks at his fingers, and comprehension dawns on his face. Then the second zombie reaches him—a big woman. The guard pushes her back, just as the guy on the ground grabs his ankle and bites into his pant leg. The guard roars out and tries to stomp him on the head. At the same time, he bends down to pick up his gun, but only manages to kick it under the car.

“Get back inside the car!” he shouts at Lukas—quite unnecessarily, because the boy has already climbed back over to the passenger seat. The guard slams the door just as a third zombie grabs him from behind. “Lock it, Lukas! Lock the door! Lock the—aaargh! Get off!”

Ella realizes she’s just standing there, dumbstruck, staring at the scenario. She’s not sure she could have done much, though, with how fast things went south. But just as she steps forward to help the guard, the other one grabs her by the elbow and yanks her up the stairs.

“No, wait!”

He’s not listening. Ella looks back one more time, seeing the guard fight bravely against what is now a horde of zombies all crowding the car. And she sees Lukas’s pale face staring out at her from inside the car.

Then she’s hauled into the house, and the front door is slammed shut.
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“Damnit! … Oh, damnit it all to hell … Amund, you moron!”

The guard leans his back against the door, holding his head with one hand, while the other still clutches the gun.

The Arab woman tries to push past him, wanting to go back out. “Lukas!” Then a string of Arabic.

“He’s safe,” her husband says, holding her back. “He’s safe in the car, Uzma.”

“No, they’ll get to him! We need to help him!” She goes for the handle and almost manages to turn it, when her husband suddenly whips her around and slaps her across the face.

She gasps and stares at him, then begins crying. He pulls her into a tight hug. “It’s okay, dear. It’s all right. Lukas is safe. We’ll get him as soon as they leave …” He continues talking into her ear but switches to Arabic.

“They’re not leaving,” the guard mutters. He shakes his head and wipes his nose, and it’s only now Ella realizes he’s crying. “Once they’re done with Amund, they’ll stick around the car until they fucking rot …”

Uzma gives a cry of distress and begins trying to get to the door again.

“Shut up, Ari,” the husband snarls. “I know you just lost your brother, but you’re not helping anybody by speaking like that. You should—”

“He’s right,” Ella says, causing all three of them to look at her. “They’re not going anywhere as long as Lukas is out there. I need to go get him.”

“No one’s opening that door!” the Arab guy says firmly. “They’re right outside, for God’s sake! Will you listen?”

He’s definitely right. At least some of the zombies have already lost interest in the guard and have moved up the stairs. They’re now clawing away at the door. There’s a tall, narrow window next to it. Hands and faces are coming in and out of view as the undead push each other around out there.

“I’ll use another door,” Ella reassures him, looking around the huge hall. “Where can I get out?”

“It’s suicide going out there,” the guard remarks, wiping away tears. “You’ll end up like Amund in a matter of seconds.” He steps away from the door and looks out the narrow window, then shakes his head. “We can’t shoot them from in here, either. They’re crowding the car. We risk hitting Lukas.”

“Oh, God,” the woman wails, covering her face in her palms.

Ella goes to the window. Unfortunately, Ari is right. There are a lot of them out there. At least two dozen. “Where the hell did they come from?” she mutters. “Isn’t the entire garden fenced in by that wall?”

“It is,” the Arab guy says. “Except for one opening on the eastern side. A tree tipped over during the storm and knocked down a part of the wall the other day. Workers were supposed to come fix it yesterday, when all this happened.”

“Perfect fucking timing,” Ari snorts. “We knew they were out there. We saw them earlier. But we had no idea there were so many. We thought we could run out and get Lukas into the house before …” He trails off and shakes his head again.

“Listen,” Ella says, addressing Ari. “I can get Lukas out of there. The infected people, they won’t touch me. I’m immune. But you’re right, there are too many of them. So I need your help. You have to lure them away from the car. Once they step away, I can—”

“You’re immune?” the guard grunts. “I’m sorry, but there’s no such thing.”

“There is,” Ella says. “And I don’t have time to prove it.” She gestures at the gun. “Make sure that thing has as many bullets in it as possible, and then we’re going back out there.”

Lukas’s granddad looks at her with a grave expression. “We are thankful that you brought our grandchild home, young lady. But I can’t allow Ari to leave the house. He’s our only protection now. If he dies—”

“If we don’t get Lukas out of that car, he’ll freeze to death before morning,” Ella says. “I haven’t come this far to let him die on your doorstep. I’m going out there, with or without help.” She looks at Ari. “You coming?”

Ari seems to have spaced out. His lips are moving, but no words are coming out.

She steps over to him and grabs his arm hard, forcing him to look her in the eye. “I’m really sorry about your brother. But Lukas still needs our help.”

“I can’t … go out there … Amund … he’s still …” His eyes grow hazy.

“Listen to me!” Ella demands. “You love Lukas, don’t you? Don’t you, Ari?”

He blinks, swallows, then nods.

“Then help me save his life. Can you do that? Can you do that, Ari?”

The guard breathes hard through his nose a couple of times. His eyes flicker, as though he’s fighting himself internally. Then he looks at Ella and nods again. “I can.”
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The kitchen door leads out to an impressive terrace. The glass is all messy and hard to see through.

“They were on this side of the house when you arrived,” Ari mutters, rubbing his wrist. “There were only four of them. The others must have been right outside the wall. As soon as they sensed the car coming, they moved around to that side, and they found the hole in the wall. That’s the only explanation that makes sense.”

“I’m sure it is,” Ella says, taking the gun out of her jacket pocket. “It makes no difference now.”

“Are you absolutely sure about this?” the granddad asks as he goes to the kitchen door.

“I am,” Ella says.

He nods, then unlocks and opens the door. He steps aside, and Ella sticks her head out and takes a look around. Some pots have been tipped over and plants and the dark loam trampled. But there are no zombies in sight.

“Come on,” she says, glancing back at Ari. To the granddad, she says, “Lock the door after us. Be sure you stay here. Don’t go back to the hall. We don’t want you drawing them back closer to the car.”

“Understood,” the granddad says. As soon as Ari steps out onto the terrace, he locks the door behind them.

Ella gestures for Ari to follow, and they run through the well-kept garden to the other side of the house.

Ella peeks around the corner. The zombies are all still there. Those who were going at the front door have joined the others, so all of them are now crowding the car.

“Where do I draw them?” Ari asks, looking over Ella’s head. “Towards the gate?”

“That’s probably the best, yeah. But make sure they all follow you. If any of them stay by the car, it’ll be difficult for me to get Lukas out.”

“Got it,” Ari mutters. Ever since he agreed to do the rescue mission with her, he’s been strangely determined. His face is calm, almost expressionless, but his eyes are present. He hands her the gun, informing her, “It’s loaded.” Then he walks towards the zombies and raises both arms. “Hey! Hey, look here!”

They react immediately to his call. Turning around one after one, the zombies do exactly as Ella hoped: They head for the more accessible meal. Clearly, the infection isn’t far enough progressed in Ari’s system to make him unattractive to them. He turns towards the gate, upping his speed as the crowd draws after him.

“No, slow down!” Ella calls out. “Make sure the last of them … damnit!”

It’s too late. Ari can’t turn back now—the closest zombies are only ten paces away from him, but the back of the crowd, the ones on the other side of the car, aren’t coming along. Half a dozen of them stay by the car.

All right, Ella thinks, taking a deep breath and tightening her grip on the gun. I’ll need to take out those six.

She begins running towards the car as Ari heads out the gate. The zombies don’t care one bit that Ella is approaching—they just keep going at the car windows. Ella recognizes the two that got their legs shot: One of them is on the ground, another is limping badly. She shoots them first. Running up close to the guy on his hands and knees, she holds the gun with both hands and shoots him in the temple. Then the guy with the limp; same procedure, and he goes down too.

The sound of the gun expectedly wipes out her hearing and causes her forearms to buzz. But she presses on, going around the car to reach the next zombie. It’s surprisingly easy, executing the zombies. They don’t do anything to get out of the way, and they pretty much stay stationary, allowing her to take careful aim.

In a matter of seconds, all six are on the ground, no longer moving.

Lukas gestures wildly from inside the car, obviously thrilled to see her. Ella grabs the handle and tugs hard. The door is locked.

“Unlock it, Lukas!” she calls out, pointing.

Lukas unlocks the door, and she opens it.

“Wait!” he shouts as she grabs him. His voice sounds distant in her ears, as though she’s under water. “Watch out!”

Ella instinctively whips her head around, expecting to see some of the zombies coming back.

But the courtyard is empty—the last of them are shuffling out through the gate.

“It’s all right, Lukas,” she tells him, sticking the gun into her back pocket. “They’re gone. Come on.”

“No, wait,” he says again, trying to pull back. Ella takes it to mean he’s scared, but they don’t have time to waste, so she simply pulls him out of the car. “There’s one more!” he cries out. “I know there is! I counted seven!” He looks around frantically.

“There are no more!” Ella shouts, growing impatient with him. “Come on, Lukas! We’re getting you inside, now!”

She moves around the car, dragging Lukas along. The boy follows reluctantly, still talking, when he suddenly stops and screams out.

Ella looks back at him, and she’s about to yell at him, tell him to stop fighting, when she realizes he’s not doing it.

She looks down to see the seventh zombie—the third one that the guard shot in the legs. Its upper body is protruding from under the car, where it somehow managed to squeeze itself. It has grabbed Lukas by the ankle and is pulling his foot to its mouth.

“Nooo!” Ella screams, grabbing for the gun in her pocket. But it slips from her hand and falls to the ground. “Don’t!” she screams at the zombie, pulling hard at Lukas. “Let him go!”

But it’s too late. The zombie is gripping the boy’s leg firmly with both hands now, and it sinks its teeth into his shoe, thrashing like a crocodile, eager to bite through the leather.

Ella screams again, when suddenly, there’s another gunshot, and the zombie’s head slams to the ground. Simultaneously, Lukas flings up his arm. The zombie immediately stops moving and lets go of Lukas’s leg. Ella stumbles as she pulls him away, and they almost fall on each other. She stares around, confused. She thought she would see Ari there, having returned. But they’re alone in the courtyard. She looks up towards the house. The front door is still closed. Inside the narrow window she can see the granddad staring out at them, his eyes huge with shock.

He didn’t shoot, either. Then who the hell did?

It’s only when Lukas turns and looks up at her that she notices the gun on the ground. Gunhild’s gun.

“Did you … did you bring that from the car?”

“Yes,” he says.

“Did you just fire it?” She already knows the answer. She recalls the boy’s arm being flung into the air just as the shot rang out.

“I did,” he says, looking at his hand. “But I dropped it. It really hurt my hand …”

“Jesus,” Ella breathes, almost breaking into a relieved laughter. She squeezes the boy’s cheeks briefly. “Well done.”

Then she picks up both guns, grabs Lukas by the hand, and runs up the stairs.
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Uzma can’t stop hugging and kissing Lukas.

They check the boy’s foot and ankle just to make sure that last zombie didn’t hurt him, but find no wounds.

Somewhere outside the house, a series of gunshots rings out. There comes a pause, then more gunshots, farther off. They exchange looks.

“Ari,” Uzma mutters. “I hope he’ll make it back.”

The granddad shakes Ella’s hand hard. He presents himself as Malik and asks if there’s ever anything he can do to repay her.

“I could use something to eat,” Ella mutters, realizing she’s ravenous.

He points to the kitchen and tells her to help herself to whatever she feels like. She finds the fridge stuffed with traditional Arabic food, and she fills a plate with it, then sits down and begins eating. She takes out her phone and sees a text from her mother: 20 mins from Lillehammer. U OK?

The message dropped in twelve minutes ago. Ella texts her back: I’m fine. Call me when you get here. Stay in the car.

Uzma comes into the kitchen, her arm wrapped around Lukas’s shoulders. She’s still showering him with loving words as she sits him down next to Ella and goes to fix him a plate too.

“I’m really not hungry, Jaddah,” he says, glancing at the terrace door.

The zombies were obviously already prowling around out there in the dark, but it was only as soon as Lukas and Uzma entered the kitchen that they were drawn towards the kitchen. Four or five of them come up to the door and begin clawing away at the glass.

“Just don’t look at them,” Uzma says, landing a plate full of food in front of Lukas. “I’ll get Jaddi to cover the windows. Malik!” The granddad doesn’t answer. “I’ll go find him,” Uzma smiles. She strokes the boy’s hair, then goes to find her husband.

“You think Ari is still alive?” Lukas asks, nibbling at a grape.

Ella looks at him sideways for a moment. She shrugs. “I’m sure he’ll be back soon.”

“He saved my life,” Lukas says thoughtfully. “And so did you. Again.”

Ella sends him a tired smile. “You also saved yourself. Don’t forget that.”

He nods slowly. His breathing becomes a little faster. “I really miss Mom and Dad.”

Ella feels her heart clench up. She reaches over and caresses the boy’s cheek. She doesn’t know what to say. She’d like to promise him it’ll all be all right, but the truth is, she has no idea if it will. She also wants to tell him it’ll stop hurting, but she can’t guarantee him that, either. Instead, she suddenly realizes what she can promise him.

“You asked about the draug,” she says, lowering her voice. Uzma is still calling for her husband somewhere in the house. “I think it’s real. And I think I’m somehow connected to it. There’s a reason why I survived the virus—or whatever it is. And I’m going with my mom and some other folks to see if we can stop the draug.”

Lukas frowns. “What do you mean, stop it?”

Ella shrugs. “I don’t know.”

“Will it make them better? My mom and dad and Amund and all the others?”

She shakes her head. “Probably not. I think they’re really gone. But maybe—just maybe—there’s a chance we can make sure no one else has to die.”

Lukas takes a shaky breath. “I hope so. I hope no one else loses their mom and dad.”

“Me too,” Ella says. “I promise to do everything I can. Okay?”

“Okay. Thank you, Ella.”

At that moment, Uzma and Malik come into the kitchen. They’re carrying sheets, a box of nails, and a hammer.

“You haven’t eaten anything, Habibi,” Uzma scolds Lukas, pointing at his plate.

The boy dutifully picks up the piece of bread and takes a bite.

Malik begins hanging the sheets in front of the terrace door.

Ella finishes the last of her meal, washes it down with a big glass of water, then gets up. “Thank you for the food. I’ll get ready to leave now. My mom will be here any minute. You can keep the car if you like. The keys are still in the ignition.”

“Please,” Uzma says, tilting her head. “Are you sure you don’t want to stay? Your mother is welcome too. We have food for a long time.”

“That’s kind of you,” Ella says, sending Lukas a look. “But I have something I need to do. Besides—” She stops talking as Malik utters a noise of surprise and steps back from the terrace door. The sheet is only covering half of the glass, so Ella can still see the zombies out there.

She can also see the person coming up from behind them. It’s Ari. His face is pale, almost bluish. The zombies don’t bother to turn around. Ari raises a shovel and bashes them over the head one at a time. He’s breathing heavily as he does so, and it’s clearly an effort every time he has to lift the shovel back up over his head. But slowly, meticulously, he beats them all to death.

Uzma comes to Lukas, hugs him, and tries to shield him from the awful view, but the boy keeps looking over her shoulder.

Finally, when the zombies are all dead, Ari just stands there, looking in a them, swaying. “I need … I need your help,” he says through the glass. He’s shivering as he pulls down his collar and reveals a nasty bite mark on the side of his neck. “I’m infected.”

Uzma gasps. Lukas covers his mouth.

“Let him in,” Uzma whispers.

“No,” Malik says firmly. “We can’t.”

Ari reaches out and takes hold of the door. He tries to open it, but it’s locked. “Please,” he says, looking at Malik with swimmy eye. “Please open the door, sir.”

“I’m really sorry, Ari,” Malik tells him. “But I can’t do that.”

Ari reaches back and takes out his gun.

For a horrible moment, Ella is sure he’ll shoot his way in. Malik seems to think the same, because he steps back and holds up his hands. “Ari, please! You will condemn us all to death!”

Ari doesn’t seem to hear him. He just stares at the gun for a moment, then he looks back in at Malik. “I have one bullet left. I tried to do it, but … I just couldn’t …” He holds the gun out in front of him with the handle facing the door. “Please, sir. Do me one last favor?”

“Dear God,” Uzma breathes, as she realizes what Ari is asking.

“I can’t end up like them,” Ari says, nodding down at the zombies by his feet. “I can’t end up like Amund …” The guard squeezes his shivering lips together. “I saw him … he was … oh, Jesus … I gave him peace …” That last part is barely more than a whisper. A violent shiver goes through his body, and he almost keels over. “Please … I don’t know how much time I’ve got left …”

Malik shakes his head slowly. “I’m very sorry, Ari. But I can’t. It would … it would be a great affront to Allah to take a life. I’m really sorry.”

Ari blinks, nods, then says, “I thought you’d say that, sir.” He turns his gaze over at Ella.

Malik, Uzma, and Lukas all look at her too.

Ari doesn’t ask the question. He doesn’t need to.

Ella considers briefly. Checking internally whether she can do it or not. The answer comes surprisingly easy.

“I’ll do it,” she says quietly. She steps around the table and goes to the door.

Just as she’s about to open it, another couple of zombies come onto the terrace.

“Hold on one moment,” Ari says, picking the shovel back up. He bludgeons them to death. It takes a great deal of effort this time. He’s almost too weak to put enough force behind the blows to break open the skulls. But he manages.

Ella turns the lock.

“I understand why you’re doing this,” Malik says from behind her. “But please reconsider. God doesn’t look kindly on people who take a life.”

Ella turns her head to look at him, then says simply, “I’m afraid that’s too late for me.” She opens the terrace door and steps out into the cold night air. Closing the door behind her, Malik immediate locks it.

Ari looks like he can barely stay on his feet now. He’s holding himself, shivering, groaning, his jaw is bobbing uncontrollably, and he’s crying. “Thank you,” he croaks, offering her the gun. “Thank you so much.”

Ella takes the gun. She gestures towards the lawn. “We should … uhm, do it out there. Where Lukas can’t see us.”

Ari nods and walks off the terrace. Ella follows him into the darkness. In the quiet night, she can hear zombies prowling all around them. Some of them are drawn to the house, others seem to be stuck on the outside of the wall. None of them care about Ari or Ella.

Ari stops and drops to his knees. At first, Ella thinks he simply collapses, unable to go on. But he then cranes his neck back and looks up at the cloudy sky. His breath comes in ragged, white puffs. He’s muttering something Ella can’t hear. It sounds like he’s talking to his brother.

Ella loads the gun. Her movements are stiff, and not just because of the cold. She’s fired a weapon a lot of times recently, so she thought she could do it one more time. Turns out, though, firing at zombies is a lot different than this. Shooting the gun in order to keep the undead from attacking her, that’s self-defense. Even shooting Gunhild; that was an act of mercy.

But this … putting a bullet in the head of a still living person from point blank.

This is an execution, plain and simple. No matter how I look at it. Malik was right. I’m taking a life. I’m making myself a murderer. There’s no way back from this.

“Please,” Ari whispers. “Please …” Whether he’s talking to her, sensing her hesitation, pleading for her to get it over with, or he’s addressing someone else, Ella can’t tell.

She forces a deep, icy breath down into her lungs. Then she points the gun at Ari’s head, and whispers, “May God forgive me.”

Ella pulls the trigger.
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“There comes another one …”

Kristoffer doesn’t answer, so Anne turns her head to look at him, expecting him to be asleep. He’s not. He’s hunched over the open book in his lap, running one finger along as he reads. The other hand holds the tiny LCD light. The bluish glow illumines his face.

“Kris? It’s on your side.”

The guy finally looks up from the book. “Hmm?”

Anne points out his window. He follows her finger. The outline of a figure is approaching the car. They’re walking in that distinct, shuffling manner.

She hands him the gun. “Your side, your turn.”

He reluctantly puts the book on the dashboard and takes the gun. He then rolls down the window.

“Hey, that’s cheating,” Anne remarks. “You have to step outside.”

“Why?” he asks, turning in his seat to get a proper aim. “So I can freeze my ass off? Cover your ears.”

Anne places her palms over her ears. Kristoffer cleverly waits until the guy is within three or four steps from the car before he shoots him in the forehead. The guy collapses with a hiss.

Kristoffer rolls the window back up and hands her the gun. Without a word, he takes the book and resumes reading.

Anne checks her phone. Still nothing new from Ella. She gazes up into the rear mirror, seeing the lights from the manor. She’s parked about a hundred yards from it—Ella’s instructions. Her daughter called her ten minutes ago, explaining that the house is surrounded by infected people, and that it would be a bad idea to bring the car too close. Instead, Ella would come to them.

The rest of the gang are in Kristoffer’s house. They dropped them off, filled the tank with the gas from Kristoffer’s basement, then headed for Lillehammer. They only made two, quick stops along the way. One was to fill up on gas—luckily, the station in Lillehammer was still functioning—the other was to break into the public library.

“Where are you, hon?” Anne mutters, realizing she’s talking out loud. Embarrassed, she glances at Kristoffer, but he didn’t even hear her—he’s completely absorbed by the book again. “Found anything interesting?” she asks.

“Oh, you bet,” he says, taking his eyes off the book briefly to send her a significant look. “Wait till you hear this. I think I found out why—” He cuts himself off as he notices something outside of Anne’s window. He nods and mutters, “Your turn,” then promptly resumes reading.

Anne looks out her window to see a person coming towards the car. She decides to mimic Kristoffer’s trick and rolls down the window. Then she takes aim and is just about to fire, when—

“Mom? It’s me!”

Anne gasps and pulls the gun back. She fumbles to open the door, almost falls out of the car, and grabs her daughter in a tight embrace. “Oh, geez! Oh, baby, am I glad to see you!” She inhales the scent of Ella’s hair—it clearly hasn’t been washed for days, but it’s the best thing Anne has ever smelled.

Ella hugs her back briefly before pulling free. “I’m glad to see you too, Mom,” she smiles. “But you need to get back inside the car. They’re everywhere; I passed at least twenty of them on my way over here.”

As though to prove her point, Anne hears a grunt and shuffling footsteps through the snow. She quickly gets back in behind the wheel.

Ella gets into the back and slams the door. “Gosh, it’s freezing out there,” she says, blowing into her hands. “Oh, hey. Didn’t see you.”

Kristoffer turns in his seat, smiles, and reaches over a hand. “I’m Kris.”

“Ella. Nice of you to come along so my mom didn’t have to drive alone.”

“He’s not here to keep me company,” Anne grunts, putting the car into gear. She begins driving down the road, keeping a careful eye on the sides. She doesn’t mind running down the infected people, but she doesn’t want them to surprise her and cause her to go off the road.

“We went by the library,” Kristoffer says, holding up the book. “I found a book there. The one that Halgrim read. You remember, the guy who—”

“Yeah, the guy who uncovered the grave?”

“Exactly. This is the book he got all his info from. There’s a lot he didn’t mention in his diary.”

“Does it say anything about how we kill the thing?” Anne asks, turning onto the main road.

“I’ve only skimmed that part,” Kristoffer says. “But I’m not too hopeful. If there was anything about that in here, Halgrim would have no doubt tried to do it.”

A moment of silence in the car.

“Okay, so … what does it say?” Ella asks.

Kristoffer turns again to look at her. Anne notices the excited smile on his face. “It explains why you’re immune.” He quickly flips the pages. “Here, let me read it out loud … ‘Once the draug’s wrath has been evoked, nothing on Earth can stand in its way. Nothing will sooth it, overcome it, or appease it. No one can defeat an awakened draug, and no one can hide from it no matter where they go.’” Kristoffer pauses to send Ella a look. “‘No one, except its master and his direct descendants.’”

He stops talking, and Anne looks at Ella in the mirror. Her daughter shakes her head. “What does that mean?”

“It means you’re related to whoever is buried in that grave. And that guy’s lineage is the only people whom the draug can’t hurt.”

“But … what’s that got to do with me being immune?”

“The infection … or rather, the curse … whatever you want to call it … it’s the draug’s work. It’s its wrath, manifested. Here’s how they describe it …” He flips frantically back and forth. “Where was it …? Damnit, where was it? … Uhm … Oh, right here! ‘… Being able to perform trollskap, the draug can control the weather, manipulate the elements, and turn day into night. It can also curse the living with misfortune, disease, and even …’ Get this! ‘… and even make them wander the earth after death, mirroring for all eternity its own, awful fate; the curse that was cast upon it by the family who created it: the ultimate damnation. The curse of never dying …’” Kristoffer lets out a long, trembling breath and looks from Anne to Ella. “Holy shit … if that’s not giving you goose bumps, I don’t know what will.”

Anne does feel an eerie prickling run across her scalp. She clears her throat and tries to sound normal. “I still don’t get how that explains what happened to Ella?”

“No, you don’t get it,” Kristoffer says, shaking his head. “If I’m right, then nothing happened to her. She was always immune. She’s … what was the word they used …? Sacrosanct! Ella is sacrosanct. Because her forefather is the person whom the draug is meant to guard.”

“Wait, didn’t you say it’s guarding a treasure?” Ella asks.

“Yeah, well, not really. It’s guarding the grave and everything inside it. The person buried there was obviously rich, someone important, and so they gave him a lot of valuable stuff to bring to the afterlife … or whatever they believed back then. The draug is like a watchdog on steroids. It says here somewhere …” He flips another few pages before he loses patients. “Oh, screw it, I’ll just paraphrase. The draug was a human once. Likely someone who worked for the rich guy. He was chosen to follow his master beyond the world of the living, so they buried him along with the corpse and the treasure, and they cursed him to never stop protecting the grave. He’s bound by his duty. Which means that even death couldn’t relieve him of his responsibility. So when he died from hunger down there in the darkness, he came back as a draug. This revenant, this monster, this … super-zombie, if you like. It can do all these crazy, evil things, but it can never hurt the person whom it’s meant to protect, including that person’s descendants …” He ends by looking back at Ella.

Anne too watches her daughter in the mirror.

Ella seems to consider it for a long moment. Then, she says, “But that means you should be immune too, Mom.”

Anne shakes her head. “I’m definitely not. They’ve tried to eat me several times.”

“Are you sure?” Ella asks. “Were you ever alone or always with a group of people? Because that’s the mistake I made to begin with; I thought they were coming for me, when really, it was Marit and the others they were after.”

Anne thinks back briefly, recalling how she barely made it out of the station where she freed Aksel, Belinda, and Rosa. She still vividly remembers the lady in the locker room who woke up and attacked her. There was no one else around, and the woman most definitely came for her. “I’m sure,” she says quietly.

“Okay, then … then it must be on my father’s side,” Ella says. “If it’s even true, that is.”

“Where’s your father?” Kristoffer asks.

Anne watches Ella’s expression carefully in the dim backseat.

“I don’t know,” Ella mutters, frowning. “No one does. He was a sperm donor.”

“Oh,” Kristoffer says, glancing at Anne. “That’s … well, we can’t really test the thesis then, but … I still think it’s true. And if I’m right, then you might be the only person alive who can stop the draug.”

“But how?” Ella asks. “You said the book didn’t say anything about it.”

“Not directly, no. And I still need to read the last part. But from what I’ve gathered … a draug can only be killed in a very specific manner. Kinda like a vampire, you know, the wooden spear through the heart? Well, killing a draug requires decapitating it with an iron sword, then burning the body and spreading the ashes out to sea. That much we already knew from Halgrim’s notes. What we didn’t know was that any of us could get close enough to the monster to actually do it. But I think you can, Ella.”

Ella bursts into a snorting laughter. “This is so fucking insane … So let me get this straight. I’m supposed to find an iron sword, go into an ancient grave, and cut the head of a supernatural monster. Is that it?”

Kristoffer shrugs. “Pretty much, yeah.”

“And I’m supposed to do it all on my own?”

“Yeah, I mean, we’ll help you as much as we can, but you’re the only one—”

“Yeah, yeah, I know, the only one the draug can’t hurt.”

“I’m not so sure that’s true.” Anne is surprised to hear herself talk. She’s staring fixedly at the road ahead. Luckily, it’s stopped snowing again.

“No, I know, it’s hard to believe,” Kristoffer begins. “But—”

“Not that,” Anne cuts him off. “The part about Ella being the only living descendant. Her father … her father is still alive.”

Complete silence follows. Anne doesn’t need to look in the mirror to feel her daughter’s burning gaze.

“What do you mean, Mom?” she asks tentatively. “I thought you said he was anonymous?”

“He was. Still is. But …”

Anne can’t believe the words are coming from her mouth. For all these years, she’s kept it to herself. She even swore to take it to her grave. Not just for Ella or her own sake. But also for the donor.

“But what, Mom?”

Anne squeezes her lip together hard, then says, “I saw his name. Back then, at the clinic. The last time I went there. The doctor, she, uhm … she wore these big, silly glasses that were very fashionable at the time. And I saw the reflection of the screen in them. Even though it was backwards, I could read the name. I tried to forget, but it kinda burnt itself into my memory.”

She pauses, lets the information sink in.

“So you’ve … you’ve known his name for all these years?”

“I have,” Anne admits. “You have to understand, I didn’t think it mattered, honey. I wasn’t supposed to know. I wasn’t allowed. I was afraid if they found out I knew, they would … I don’t know, call the whole thing off … I was young and stupid, and I really, really wanted you, so I kept my mouth shut. Then after you got old enough to understand, I thought of telling you, but I was too afraid. I didn’t know how you’d take it. Maybe you’d go looking for him. It would come to light that I’d broken the protocol back then. I could lose my job, I could—”

“I get it, Mom.”

Anne finally looks at her daughter, and to her relief, she sees genuine empathy there.

“I understand why you couldn’t tell me. I’m not angry with you. I never felt I needed a father. You did a great job, Mom.”

Anne’s throat closes up. “Thanks, sweetie.”

“But … you know his name?” Kristoffer asks tentatively.

“I do,” Anne says, swallowing.

“So … we can go find him?”

Anne shakes her head. “We don’t need to. We already did.”

Both of them stare at her in silence.

“It’s funny,” Anne grunts. “The moment I found out who he was, I felt very relieved that I never told you his name, and that you never went to find him. He struck me as … well, never mind what I think. You’ll see for yourself soon enough.” She takes a breath, preparing herself to say what she’s going to say. “I already checked, there’s only one person in Norway with that name. And of course, I recognized it right away.” She looks up at Ella again. Her daughter is staring back at her. “Honey, your father’s name is Folmer Fostervoll.”
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“So … were you?”

The question breaks the silence of the living room. It’s Aksel who asks it.

They’re all sitting or standing around. Outside the windows, dawn has broken. The sky is steely gray, prophesizing another icy day. Three infected people are standing right on the other side of the glass, trying to get in. Kristoffer is used to their sounds by now, and he hardly hears them. He, Anne and Ella returned only a few hours ago.

Anne has just relayed what she told them in the car. Obviously, it was mind-blowing for Ella in particular. Kristoffer knows what it’s like growing up without a father, but he has no idea how insane it must be to suddenly learn that you have a dad after all, and by the way, here he is.

Ella is sitting on the edge of the firewood basket. In the wood-burning stove, a fire is crackling. Her hands are folded in front of her, and she’s staring at them. Her mother stands by the coffee table, her arms folded over her chest, her gaze fixed on the floor.

Everyone else is looking at Folmer. The prison guard is leaning against the wall next to the opening to the kitchen, as though he’s about to leave. He stares at Aksel. “Was I what?”

“A sperm donor,” Aksel asks. “Back then, around the time when …?” He nods towards Ella.

Folmer huffs. “I happened to be, yeah. But only once. It was a stupid idea. I just wanted to make some quick money. I regretted it many times, and …”

Ella groans and closes her eyes.

“… and if I could go back in time, I would have never—”

“Maybe stop talking,” Anne says. Her voice is calm, but even colder than the air outside. She’s still not looking at Folmer. “Or at least think before you do.”

Folmer throws out his arms. “Look, I’m just telling you how it is. I never wanted kids. I just … I just saw an advert, applied, got accepted, so I went and jerked off and they paid me, and then I never—”

He stops talking as he sees Anne come striding across the floor, murder in her eyes.

“Whoa, whoa,” Aksel says, jumping in front of her. “Let’s just calm down, all right?”

“Get the hell out of my way,” Anne snarls, pointing at Aksel’s face. “Move aside. Right now!”

“I’m not going to do that, Anne,” Aksel says. “We’re just talking, okay?”

“Well, he’s done talking,” Anne hisses, glaring at Folmer over Aksel’s shoulders. “And he’s lucky I don’t have my fucking gun on me.”

“Hey, take it easy,” Folmer tells her. “No need for the threats, huh? You got what you wanted, didn’t you? You have a perfectly fine daughter.” It’s a compliment—at least on paper—but the way he says it, it sounds like he doesn’t really intend it that way. “As far as I can see, I didn’t do anything wrong.”

“No,” Ella says, looking up for the first time. “You didn’t. He didn’t, Mom. Please. Sit down and let’s talk.”

Anne doesn’t sit down. Instead, she goes to her daughter and squeezes her shoulder.

“You know,” Ella goes on, glancing over at Folmer. “I’ve dreamt many times that I met my dad. You were always a cop in my dreams, just like Mom. At least that much I got right.” The last part she mutters under the breath.

“There were many other donors,” Folmer says. “Unless we run a paternity test, we have no way of knowing for sure whether I’m really your—”

“Oh, please,” Anne sighs. “I told you: I saw your fucking name. You think I’m making that up? Believe me, I wish it wasn’t true.”

“I gotta say, that nose tip,” Belinda interjects, looking from Folmer to Ella. “It’s pretty distinct. And Anne doesn’t have it. I noticed it the moment I saw you, Ella.”

Folmer grunts, crossing his arms tightly. “All right, let’s say it’s so. So what?” He looks at Anne. “What do you want from me? Child support?”

“I don’t want shit from you,” Anne says right away.

“Mom, please,” Ella says. She looks over at Folmer. “I don’t want anything. I know this is a huge thing and not exactly what you wanted to hear. So just, take your time and get used to the thought, and then maybe we’ll talk later, just you and me.”

Folmer looks like talking anymore about this is the last thing he wants, but he doesn’t say anything.

Aksel clears his throat. “I hate to keep digging, but there’s one more thing we need to get squared. And it’s very important. While you guys were talking, something struck me. There was a moment … I almost forgot. Back in the bus, right after we got you out.” He looks at Folmer. “I went back inside to get your gun, remember?”

“Yeah?” Folmer says in a guarded tone.

“Well, I noticed something strange. I didn’t really read too much into it, but now it makes sense. Those four zombies inside the bus, they’d all moved to the far end, despite the fact that you were just right there next to them, like, seconds ago. They should have been pressing up against the grid.”

“So what?”

“So, you spent all day in that bus. Where were the zombies, exactly?”

Folmer shrugs. “They were right there in the bus with me. You saw it yourself.”

“Yeah, but did they ever come to the grid?”

Folmer seems to think back. “They did, yeah. Now and then.”

Aksel looks around at the others. “I can’t be the only one hearing this, right?”

“No,” Kristoffer says, looking at Folmer. He immediately gets what Aksel is driving at. “If they were interested in you, they wouldn’t have left that grid for a second. Believe me. I spent days in a pantry. The infected woman stayed right outside the door, day and night, every second.”

Folmer looks from Kristoffer to Aksel. He looks like he doesn’t know whether to laugh or frown. “Look, this is ridiculous. I’m not immune, okay? I would have noticed.”

“I didn’t,” Ella says plainly. “I was too busy running.”

Folmer glances sideways at her; it’s almost like he doesn’t care to look directly at Ella.

“Okay, well, we can put it to the test,” Aksel says, gesturing towards the windows. “That’ll show us what’s what.”

“Oh, no,” Folmer snorts, holding up his hands. “I’m not going out there. No way.”

“You won’t have to. Everyone else … can you please move to the doorway,” Aksel instructs. “We can’t have you messing with the results. Folmer, you go to that window, and I go over here.”

Folmer grunts. “This is stupid. I’m telling you, I’m not immune.”

“Just humor me,” Aksel says, pointing. “Go to the window, please.”

Folmer shakes his head but goes to the east-side window. He leans against the table and folds his arms.

Aksel takes up position by the window at the other end of the room. There are zombies outside both windows; two by Folmer’s and one by Aksel’s. Almost immediately, the couple outside Folmer’s window move sideways, disappear from sight for a few seconds, then reappears outside Aksel’s window.

Aksel raises his eyebrows at Folmer.

“Oh, come on,” Folmer laughs, gesturing towards the others. “It’s clearly the group drawing them. They’re closer to your window than mine.”

“Fine, let’s switch,” Aksel says, going to Folmer’s end of the room. Folmer scoffs, shakes his head, but goes to the window Aksel was just standing by. He barely reaches it before all three zombies have moved away. They huddle together outside the window where Aksel is now standing.

“I dunno, man,” Aksel says. “Looks pretty clear to me they’re hungry for some Aksel steak and not really into your bacon.”

“It’s a coincidence,” Folmer argues. “They move around all the time.” But he doesn’t sound very convinced anymore.

“That’s proof enough for me,” Ella says. “He really is immune, just like I am.”

“So you really are her father,” Belinda concludes, squeezing Rosa’s shoulders.

“That is excellent news,” Aksel says, smiling. “It means we have two people the draug can’t touch.”
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Coming around the last curve in the road, Kjell sees the hangar appear up ahead.

“Hangar” might be too big of a word, however. Even though the building’s got that distinct half-barrel shape with a gate at the end, it hardly looks big enough to contain much more than a two-seater.

That’s OK, though. Kjell isn’t planning on bringing anyone. As long as the aircraft can bring him safely to Saint Petersburg, he doesn’t really care about the size of it. In fact, traveling in a tiny plane might be a great advantage right now. Less detectable. He’s pretty sure all air travel has been prohibited by now, and going into a country like Russia is probably riskier than most places. He suspects there’s a fair chance the Russians won’t bother warning them over the radio if they notice them coming, but will likely just shoot them down.

Lucky it’s such a big fucking country, Kjell thinks. Plenty of unmonitored airspace to enter through.

He stops the truck on what he takes to be a parking space. There are no other cars here, and no one bothered to put up signs or draw lines on the cracked pavement.

On the right is a single, narrow runway. Flanked by fir trees on each side, it looks to be hardly more than

a thousand feet long. The asphalt glitters with frost in the early daylight. Not that far out is something on the ground.

Kjell takes out his binoculars and checks. It’s an infected person. Most of his face is missing. It could be shot away with a hunting rifle, or it could be the work of the red kite perched on top of the guy. The bird is staring right back at Kjell—it’s probably able to make him out with little difficulty—before it bends down and resumes eating.

Kjell scans the place and makes out another pair of legs sticking out from behind the hangar. He stays seated in the truck for a few moments, listening to Hello, Goodbye as he waits to see if anyone comes out to greet him. Beside the hangar is a tiny, wooden building. The door doesn’t open. There’s an old pickup truck parked in the space between the hangar and the other building, but it doesn’t have any plates and looks like it hasn’t run for years.

“Huh, doesn’t look too promising,” Kjell mutters, killing the engine and the song.

He brings the gun, gets out, stretches his legs, then walks towards the building. He whistles a tune and makes sure to look casual, like he’s a harmless tourist who happened to drop by and is looking to borrow a restroom. In reality, Kjell is very alert. He purposefully didn’t pull his beanie on when he left the car, not wanting to impair his hearing. He pretends to take an offhand glance around, scanning every direction for any movements.

In front of the building is a dark, frozen puddle. Whoever died here is no longer around. A trace leads into the trees.

Probably got dragged off by wolves.

He reaches the building. It has no windows, so he knocks on the door. As he suspected, no sounds from inside. It could be that whoever is inside is keeping quiet, not wanting to be made, but it’s much more likely that no one’s there.

Kjell notices a piece of cardboard wedged in the door almost at the top. He tilts his head in order to read the note.

Had to leave. Too many infected people. For business inquires, reach me at the number below.

At the bottom is stapled a bunch of business cards.

Kjell carefully tears one free. It has a mugshot of an older guy with a scruffy beard and heavy bags under his eyes, along with the text: “Osmond Ibsen, Certified Private Pilot,” and a cell number.

At least I found the right guy, Kjell thinks, taking out his phone.

As he dials the number, he glances sideways, and something strikes him as odd. He can’t immediately put his finger on it, but something changed. Then he realizes what it is: The legs of the corpse are no longer visible.

Kjell slips the phone back into his pocket, pulls out his gun instead and quickly steps away from the building. Normally, he would feel more exposed out in the open. An easier target for someone with a gun. But in dealing with the infected people, the more open the space around you, the better. Makes it harder for them to sneak up on you.

Keeping the gun ready, he walks in an arch around the hangar. Gradually, the place where the corpse had lain comes into view. It’s gone, all right. So far, Kjell hasn’t seen the infected people lie down or even rest. When not drawn by anything in particular, they’ll simply shuffle around. At the most, they’ll pause for a few moments, seemingly trying to hone in on the nearest prey.

So either the legs he saw belonged to someone who died recently and only just now woke back up, or someone who wasn’t dead at all.

Kjell is leaning towards the first explanation, as he can’t imagine anyone alive would be lying around on the frozen ground. But if it was someone infected who came back to life just now, why weren’t they coming straight for Kjell? Why would they get up and walk the other way around the hangar?

The answer becomes clear to him as the side of the hangar comes into view.

The person is a woman. And she’s most certainly dead. Before she died properly, she was infected, but she had her skull blown open—probably by the same hunting rifle that took care of the guy on the runway.

The woman has not come back to life. She hasn’t moved on her own accord. Instead, she’s been dragged back a few yards by a huge brown bear.

As the predator sees Kjell—no doubt it already heard him coming, and before that, it probably smelled the truck from miles away—it spits out the woman’s leg, causing her lower body to flop back down to the ground. The bear stares at him and blows out through its nostrils. Kjell never went hunting for bears, and he doesn’t really know much about them, but he’s pretty sure the sound isn’t an invitation to join the meal.

“She’s all yours,” Kjell says in what he hopes is a calming voice. He backs away, making sure to keep the bear in sight and the gun ready to fire. “I wouldn’t eat her if I were you, but I’m certainly not gonna stop you.”

The bear plants its front paw on the woman’s stomach, causing her to produce a wheeze as the air is squeezed from her lungs. It rears its head but doesn’t roar out or charge.

I’m lucky. No cubs. Not particularly hungry.

When he’s far enough away that the bear probably won’t be able to catch up, he slowly steps sideways, and the moment he’s out of sight, he darts for the truck, sprinting across the pavement.

He looks back once, making sure the bear isn’t hot on his heels. It’s not. But it has come to the corner of the hangar and is watching him. Probably making sure he’s not trying to sneak up on it and steal its prey.

Kjell jumps into the truck and slams the door.

He breathes fast as he looks out at the bear. It’s still standing by the hangar, still eyeing him. But its snout is wriggling, and it seems to have lost interest in Kjell. Instead, it turns it head to the forest. It stays like that for a full minute.

Kjell considers driving off, but for one thing he’s a little nervous about turning on the engine—he’s not sure how the bear will react to the sound—and also, he’s curious about what the bear is fixed on.

The answer appears between the trees after another minute. A stray zombie, an older guy, wearing nothing but his boxers and the remains of a torn, bloodstained undershirt, comes shambling out onto the pavement.

It’s pretty clear that the guy is headed for Kjell. But in order to reach him, he’ll have to pass dangerously close by the hangar. And the bear seems in no mood for that close of an encounter.

It utters a series of low grunts. When the dead guy doesn’t heed the warning, the bear rises to its hind legs, coming to a full, terrifying eight feet. The sight of it would be enough to make anybody piss themselves, but the zombie doesn’t even seem to see it; he just keeps walking.

Roaring out, the bear takes a few steps forward and attacks the guy with claws and teeth. Not trying to defend himself, the zombie crumples like a matchstick figure. The bear comes down over him and rips him apart—literally. Even severely dismembered, the guy keeps trying to press on. It’s not until the bear bites down on his neck and with a series of violent thrashes manages to tear some vital connection that the guy stops.

Letting go of its opponent, the bear stares down at the lifeless figure. Then it turns its head around to stare right at Kjell. Its mouth is open, it’s breathing hard, and its eyes seem to ask, “You next? Or you leaving?”

Kjell swallows, turns the key and quickly drives away.
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Ella is sitting by the window, curled up in an armchair, cupping a mug of hot tea.

Looking at the chickens out in the coop, going about their business, Ella can’t help but wonder if the animals are supposed to outlive humans. If this is their time to—once again—roam the earth without being bothered by plastic in the oceans, trafficked highways and shrinking forests.

For a moment, she imagines what the earth would look like if the zombies won. Houses, roads, bridges, every single manmade structure slowly crumbling, succumbing to the wear and tear of the elements.

She’s reminded of a book she read once. She can’t recall the title, but it starts with a description of an abandoned manor that has been overgrown. One line in particular burned itself into her memory: “Nature had come into her own again.”

That really sums it up. Vegetation will swallow up the cities. Animals will take over every continent. The sky will once again belong to the birds only.

It wouldn’t be that bad, really. Very peaceful. The only thing to ruin the picture would be the walking dead scouring the planet, in hopeless search of anything to sink their teeth into. Perhaps, when they get desperate enough, will they turn to cannibalism? Ella doubts it. She finds it much more likely the zombies will walk on until they rot and fall apart.

She sips the tea. It’s Earl Grey, her least favorite, but the only one Kristoffer had. She’s just grateful for something hot to drink. She washed her clothes last night, and they dried overnight by hanging on the rack next to the wood stove. Wearing clean clothes and having had a warm shower, Ella feels almost human again. She could use a nail file and some eyeliner, but obviously, Kristoffer had nothing like that in stock, and he also didn’t have any conditioner or anti-perspirant deodorant, so she’ll have to get used to a more au naturel look and smell.

Of course, she has other, more important things on her mind.

Having met her father, for instance. It was a real plot twist. She still hasn’t had the chance to sit down and talk with him—he doesn’t seem even remotely interested in it, keeping to himself all day, avoiding all of them. But from what she’s learned about him, he’s about as far away from the picture she had of him as possible.

For one thing, he’s not very big, physically. He’s average height and rather skinny. He doesn’t strike her as a prison guard. But the most disappointing thing is how he acts. Ella was really hoping her dad would be a little braver. Dignified. Strong. Instead, Folmer seems pretty timid, snarky, and even outright rude most of the time.

But her biggest concern, the thing her mind is pretty much always preoccupied with, is the draug.

Ever since they arrived here, Ella has felt it. At first she thought it was just her imagination, but the feeling is only getting stronger with each passing hour. Every time she drifts off, she dreams of the hole in the hill. Even while wide-awake, she seems to hear a gruff voice whispering incomprehensible words from across the room. Obviously, when she turns around, she finds nothing there.

What is so eerie about it, is that she can’t get a read on what the draug wants. If it’s friendly towards her. Or if it’s angered by her being here.

Either could be true. Or neither of them.

If it’s true what Kristoffer told her—and Ella no longer has any reason to believe otherwise—then the draug should be unable to harm her.

But that sure doesn’t mean it can’t hold a grudge against her. It may very well blame her for its fate. After all, it was her forefathers that trapped it in the grave, back when it was still a man, and cursed it with whatever ancient spells that caused it to resurrect as the undead monster that now had been awakened. If ever—

“There you are.”

Ella jolts, almost spilling her tea. Kristoffer is standing beside her, smiling. She was so lost in thought, she didn’t hear him approaching.

“Sorry, didn’t mean to startle you,” he says. “I just wanted to ask if you could do me a favor?”

“Sure,” Ella says, putting down the cup. “They’re at the back door again?”

He shrugs. “It’s almost like they know that’s where we’re going in and out.”

“Maybe they do. Maybe they still have a little brain function left.”

“Yeah, I don’t know,” Kristoffer grunts, pointing out the other window. “That dude out there begs to differ. Didn’t you see him?”

“No?” Getting up from the armchair, Ella goes to see what Kristoffer is referring to. At the back of the garden is a sundial. It’s mounted on a stone pillar, about four feet tall, and it’s iron made to look like a globe with an arrow running through it. The point of the arrow isn’t visible, however, because a teenage boy with a flimsy beard and an Offspring T-shirt is standing right up against the sundial. He moves this way then that, as though trying to walk past the obstacle, but he seems unable to.

“He pierced himself,” Kristoffer says over Ella’s shoulder. “I saw him do it. Just walked right into the arrow, and kept pushing. I think it’s lodged between his ribs or something. He’s been there since daybreak.”

“Jesus,” Ella whispers, and she can’t help but smile despite the awfulness of the situation. “Okay, I take it back. They really are brain-dead.”

“Yeah. But that’s to our advantage, so I’m not complaining.”

They look at each other for a moment. Kristoffer looks like he forgot what they were doing.

Ella raises one eyebrow. “You were going outside?”

“Oh, right, yes. I need to go collect eggs and bring in some more firewood. If you could, uhm … I mean, I could ask Aksel to help me, or just shoot ’em from the window, but—”

“No, I know. We agreed to save the ammo for when it’s really needed. I don’t mind helping.”

He smiles. “Thank you.” As they walk to the scullery, he looks over his shoulder. “You know, I really hate bothering you …”

“Will you stop apologizing?”

“No, it’s just … I know how much you must have on your mind.”

“It’s fine, really.”

Kristoffer stops by the back door. It’s one of those very old-fashioned, heavy wooden doors with a big, frosted glass window, so they can see the figures out there easily enough, though not make out any details. They don’t have to; the noises are quite enough.

“I feel like …” Kristoffer says, looking thoughtfully at the shadows scratching at the glass. “I feel like I put all this on you. And I don’t even know for sure whether it’s true or not. I mean, I feel it in my gut, but … I can’t help but wonder, what if it’s all in my head?”

“Then it’s in my head too,” Ella reassures him. “And you didn’t put it there. I felt it before you and I ever spoke, remember?”

“Yeah,” Kristoffer says, biting his lip. He looks at her with a frown. “So have you thought of what you’re gonna do?”

Ella puts on the jacket that’s already got bloodstains on it, along with the heavy-duty garden gloves. “I haven’t really thought of anything else, to tell you the truth. But I still don’t know. And the more I stall, the more people are infected all over Europe …” She sighs. “I really wish there was a manual for this.”

“All we’ve got is the book,” Kristoffer says regretfully. “And I’ve read it cover-to-cover like twenty times now. It doesn’t tell us how to—”

“No, I know.” She nods and takes a deep breath. “I think I’m going over there.”

Kristoffer eyes her closely. “Are you sure?”

“Yeah. If nothing else, then to see what happens.”

“I’ll go with you. We’ll all go with you.”

“No, I don’t think that’s a good idea. I really think it’s better if I go alone. I don’t want to provoke it if I can help it.”

Kristoffer nods slowly. “I get it. Just please, be careful.”

“I will.” She takes the golf club that’s leaning against the wall. It too is covered in dark, dried-up blood. “Let’s get swinging, shall we?”

“I thought you preferred the axe?” Kristoffer remarks, nodding at the long-shafted clever.

“Nah, you’re right. It gets stuck all the time.”

“I know, right? Aksel still likes it better. Says it does more damage.”

“It’s probably just because he’s named after it,” Ella grunts.

Kristoffer snorts, then goes to the window by the sink. Leaning over the counter and tapping the glass with his fingers, he immediately draws the zombies away from the door. Ella turns the lock, opens the door and steps outside. There are three of them. Luckily, no kids this time. The girl from Gunhild’s kitchen still haunts her.

“Okay,” Ella tells them, heaving in a couple of breaths, trying to amp herself up. “You know the drill. Form a line, please.”

Of course, they don’t do as she asks. She didn’t expect them to. She’s mostly talking to keep herself sane. It’s something she’s learned from Kristoffer—he does it all the time. It’s probably how he managed to not break down in that pantry.

Ella takes up position behind the zombies. Raising the golf club, she takes careful aim at the skull of the nearest guy. Then she starts swinging.
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A few miles down the road, Kjell decides it’s safe to pull over. The bear didn’t take up pursuit when he left, and is probably busy tearing into the cadavers right now.

Hope he doesn’t catch the infection. A goddamn zombie bear … now that would be fun.

But Kjell is pretty sure the virus doesn’t affect animals. If it did, he would no doubt have encountered several of them by now.

He takes out the phone and calls the number on the business card.

Someone picks up right away, snorts, spits, then barks in a thick, nasal voice: “Osmond.”

“You’re not an easy man to find.”

A moment of hesitation. “Well, who’s looking for me?”

“Not the cops, don’t worry. I certainly have no intention of shutting down your hustle.”

“I’m not runnin’ no hustles,“ Osmond grunts. “I’m a legit business man.”

“Yeah, I know,” Kjell says, trying not to laugh. “In fact, I’m interested in your services. That’s why I’m calling.”

Osmond snorts and spits again, then says in a much more welcoming tone: “Well, why didn’t you just say that right away? What can I do you for? Need firewood? Gas? Food?”

“Nah, I’m trying to get out of the country.”

A certain trepidation returns to Osmond’s voice. Even when he’s not talking, Kjell can hear a rattling breath. The guy is either very overweight or has a mean cold. Or both. “Well, you see, sir, unfortunately I’ve had to temporarily pause my piloting services.”

“Why’s that?”

Osmond grunts. “You haven’t been watching the news? There’s a strict flight-ban on pretty much all of Europe.”

“That include Russia? I’m thinking of Saint Petersburg in particular.”

This time, the pause is longer. “We worked together before, sir? Didn’t catch your name there.”

“Didn’t give you my name,” Kjell says jovially. “Let’s call me a close friend of the family.”

“I’ve got no family left. Well, except for a no-good nephew, but I haven’t heard from him in years.”

“I’m afraid you won’t hear from him ever again,” Kjell says, putting on a fake tone of regret. “Unfortunately, Jan was infected and died just two days ago.”

“Jeez,“ Osmond mutters. “How’d you know?”

“I was with him when it happened. He went peacefully.”

“Oh, please. You can stop gaslighting me. I’ve seen ’em go. There’s nothing peaceful about it.”

“No, I know. I was just trying to offer some solace. I’m sure learning of your nephew’s death must be quite the blow.”

“Yeah,“ Osmond mumbles. “Sure, I didn’t like the poor prick, but I didn’t hate him, either. Never did peg him for a survivor, though, so I’m not really surprised he kicked it.”

“Since we’re being honest with each other, I wasn’t surprised neither. I tried my best to help him, but …” Kjell clicks his tongue. “In the end, even my protection couldn’t keep him safe. Anyway, I understand you and he had an agreement about Saint Petersburg?”

Another snort and spit. Kjell is starting to feel nauseous at the sound.

“Yeah, I wouldn’t exactly call it that. It was during COVID, you see. He called me up and asked if I could get him out of Dodge in case shit hit the fan. It was in the early days, you see. Back when people were all getting their panties in a bunch and no one knew what the hell would happen. I told him sure, I could take him to Saint Petersburg if push came to shove. I knew a guy over there could take him to Siberia, way off into the tundra where no one would bother him. Even fix him a new passport and everything. Obviously, it never came to that.”

“But is the offer still standing?” Kjell asks. “If not for Jan, then a close friend of his?”

Osmond laughs wetly, then coughs. “You’re a slick talker, sir, that’s for sure. The trouble is, I don’t know you, and … damnit, hold on one second …“ Kjell can hear the guy fumble with something, and then there’s a loud, sticky trumpeting sound as he blows his nose. “Damn cold, been lingering for a full week now … Anyway, what were you sayin’?”

“I knew Jan. He would sure vouch for me … you know, if he wasn’t dead.”

“Yeeah, but that’s just words, you see. Those don’t buy me gasoline or anything I can eat.”

Kjell smiles. “So it’s a matter of money? How much?”

“Nope, no cash. In a few weeks, the only thing that’ll be good for is wiping your ass, believe me. No, I’d need something of a more … intrinsic value.”

“Like what?”

“Like diamonds. Noble metals. Shiny stuff that people will still treasure on the other side of this. Now, I don’t want to sound greedy here, sir, but I’m sure you understand I’m running a pretty big risk by—”

Kjell isn’t listening. That one word—treasure—triggered something in his memory, and his eyes go to the glove compartment where the notebook is.

He mulls it over as Osmond talks. He has no way of knowing whether anything in that journal is even true, or if it’s all made up. The guy who wrote it clearly lost his marbles—at least by the end. And Kjell obviously doesn’t believe in myths or monsters. Still, his gut tells him the part about the passage grave and the jewelry might just be real. At least he sees no good reason why it shouldn’t be. This part of the country is riddled with historical shit like that.

But going all the way back to Bodum, that would take him all day, and he really doesn’t feel like driving anymore.

I could just bluff. Pretend I have a couple of gold bars, then when the guy shows up, kick his ass and force him to fly me to Russia.

But something about that route doesn’t sit right. He really wants to make it to Siberia, not just be stranded in Saint Petersburg, which is barely across the border. And if Osmond’s contact there is to cooperate too, it wouldn’t be wise of him to come with Osmond at gunpoint.

Probably better to play along. At least for now.

“You know what?” Kjell says. “I happen to know a place where I can find something you’d like.”

“Really? Where’s that, don’t mind me asking?”

“That’s none of your concern. Let’s say I have a rich aunt who recently passed.”

“Sure, works for me.“ Yet another snort-and-spit. “But there’s also another problem, you see. The airstrip I use, it’s not really suitable for take-off. That whole area up there by Elverum, it’s overrun by infected people. I could deal with them all right—I know how to fire a rifle—but they kept drawing animals. Them waddling around in the forest up there, it’s basically easy meals for the wolves and lynxes and whatnot. But the thing is, if an animal or one of them infected fellas decides to stroll onto the runway as I’m taking off, that could ruin the plane, or even get me killed.”

“I’m sure they can be scared off,” Kjell says. “We could use flares for the animals. I can shoot any infected people showing up.”

“You know your way around a rifle, sir?”

“I’d say so.”

“Great. Well, I guess you have yourself a deal, then. When you wanna take off?”

“As soon as possible.”

“Tomorrow morning, then?”

“Deal.”
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The familiar buzzing from the morning traffic gradually calls him out of his sleep.

Aksel doesn’t feel like waking up yet. He’s not fully rested at all. He can’t recall exactly what he did yesterday to wipe himself out like this, but it must have been something very demanding.

Did I go climbing? Yeah, I probably did.

Judging by the soreness in his muscles that’s appearing all over and rising in intensity the more he wakes up, that’s not a bad guess.

He knows he should get up. That work calls. But the thought of seeing the morgue and Dahl and some poor dead bastard for some reason fills him with dread—more so than usually.

I’m not going in today. I’m calling in sick.

Turning over, he notices the pillowcase smells differently. Flowery. He catches the scent of something that’s either a woman’s shampoo or perfume. He’s too tired to open his eyes, but he inhales the pleasant odor and thinks of Frida. Waking up next to her wouldn’t be a bad thing. In fact, that could also be the reason why he’s so wiped out. Maybe they went at it until the wee hours.

Except Aksel has no memory of that. And the scent isn’t Frida’s. It’s from someone else. Someone he only met recently.

Frowning, he tries to put a face to the scent, but he can’t. It’s almost like the most recent week and everything that went down during it have been wiped clean from his memory.

Am I going senile? Is that why I’m so tired?

He tries again to open his eyes, and this time, he manages. At least he thinks so. His eyelids are so heavy, it takes effort to raise them, and he doesn’t see anything but darkness. Blinking and straining, he makes out a silhouette of a blonde woman lying next to him, facing away. She’s sleeping softly. It really does look like Frida. Aksel’s pulse rises slightly at the sight of her.

God, am I glad to see her …

He’s not sure why, but having Frida lie here next to him makes him both very happy and very sad at the same time. He wants to reach out a hand and touch her, but he’s afraid to do so. Grazing her hair, it feels thinner than he remembers. And the smell … why did she change her perfume suddenly?

Aksel turns his head towards the window—or where the window should be. But there’s only darkness there. And the sounds from the city—they’re still there, only not at all like he remembers. It’s not a cacophony of cars carrying people to work. It’s more of a constant hum. Like a generator of some kind.

What the hell’s going on? Where am I?

Aksel reaches down to the floor, finds his pants and pulls out his phone. Activating the screen, he shines the glow from it towards the wall and finds there really is a window there—but instead of blinds, it has curtains, and no light is coming through.

I’m not in Torik, that’s for sure.

Frida—or whoever it is—grunts in her sleep. Aksel turns over and shines the light on her back. The moment he does, he can tell it’s not Frida. Her hair isn’t naturally white, but bleached, and it’s shorter too. He recognizes Belinda, and in a flash, everything comes home to him.

“Oh, shit … oh, no …” He sits up and buries his face in his hands. Everything returns. Every single, awful detail. Right from the moment Jakob called him to when he fell asleep next to Belinda last night. Fuck, I really wanted all this to be a bad dream …

“It is.”

The voice comes so unexpectedly, Aksel jolts. He fumbles with his phone, then turns it towards the foot of the bed.

Jakob squints against the light, grinning. “Okay, can we not point it straight at my face, please? Just because I’m dead doesn’t mean I’m not light-sensitive.”

“What the hell are you doing here?” Aksel demands—then, remembering Belinda is sleeping next to him, he lowers his voice to a hiss. “Are you fucking watching me sleep? What are you, a pervert?”

Jakob shields his eyes with his hand. “I wasn’t watching you. I was just waiting for you to notice me.”

Aksel glances at Belinda as she stirs, then whispers at Jakob. “Get out of here, before she wakes up and sees you.”

“It’s fine,” Jakob tells him. “She won’t see me. I’m in your dream, like last time. Remember?”

“Oh,” Aksel says, finally realizing that Jakob is right. That he is, in fact, still asleep. It’s a lucid dream and a very realistic one for sure, but still only a dream. “Okay, it makes sense now. Damnit, I thought for a moment I’d gotten lucky last night,” he mumbles and looks at Belinda.

“I think you did,” Jakob says, the grin returning.

“Noo,” Aksel mutters. “For one thing, she’s not into me. And even if she was, we couldn’t do it with her daughter around.”

“I don’t know about the logistics of how you guys made it happen without Rosa finding out,” Jakob says, getting to his feet. He walks around to Aksel’s side of the bed and carefully picks up something from off the floor using the tips of his thumb and index finger. “But I’m pretty sure she’s into you.” He holds up a tiny, square, blue piece of plastic. It’s a torn-open condom wrapping.

Aksel frowns. “You’re messing with me. I wouldn’t do it. Not so quickly after losing Frida …” His voice almost cracks as he says her name.

Jakob drops the wrapper and shakes his hand as though getting rid of invisible germs. “Check for yourself when you wake up, then. Anyway, that’s not why I’m here.”

“Then why are you here? Just to annoy me again?”

“That’s a nice bonus, but no. Take another guess.”

Aksel thinks briefly. “Ah, right. I know. You’ve come to talk to me about the draug. What was it you called it? Something very dramatic, like, ‘an ancient evil that had been awakened’ … You’re gonna instruct me on how to kill it, right?”

“No,” Jakob says earnestly. “I have no idea how you guys are gonna pull that off. My best guess is to blow the fucking thing to pieces.”

Aksel shrugs. “Okay, then, why are you here? Like, really?”

Jakob leans forward a bit. “I’m here because you don’t listen, asshole.”

“What?”

“Yeah. I went through all this trouble to reach out from whatever you wanna call it … afterlife, limbo, I dunno … and that’s not easy, you know? But I did it, and I delivered a crucial message. Something that would give you closure or whatever. And what did you do? You completely fucking forgot.”

Aksel is genuinely perplexed now. “Look, I’ve got no idea what you’re talking about. All you told me last time was not to give up. And as far as I remember, I took your advice.”

“Yeah, but you forgot what I told you right at the end. About the pills.”

Aksel frowns. “Pills …?”

“Seriously, man. Mom won’t shut up about it.” Jakob throws out his arms. “She says none of us can move on until you get it. I think she means you and Dad, too.”

“Okay, for the record,” Aksel says, glancing at Belinda as she gives off a snore. “I still think this is all bullshit. It’s my mind fucking with me. You’re not real, there’s no such thing as the afterlife, and I don’t believe you’ve got some intel that’ll magically make everything in my life better. But I’ll play along. If nothing else, then to get this stupid dream to end.”

“Fine,” Jakob says in that exact tone he would use when Aksel was being unfair. “If that works for you, then believe whatever the hell you want. Just try to remember, okay?”

Aksel thinks hard. “You said something about … some pills being gone?”

“Yes. Dad was wrong. The pills were already gone.” Jakob says it carefully, word for word.

“But I don’t know what it means, man.”

“Yeah, I think you do. I think it’s just something you don’t want to think about. Something you’ve buried.”

That last word sparks a tremor in his solar plexus. It starts as a low vibration, then quickly grows stronger. He puts a hand on his heart. “Fuck … what’s happening?”

“You’re starting to remember,” Jakob says calmly, smiling. “Finally!” He looks like he’s about to say something else, when he notices something from the other side of the bed. Aksel follows his gaze but can’t see anything. Jakob looks back at Aksel. “Okay, time’s up. She’s about to wake. I’m really going this time.”

Jakob holds up his hand in a waving gesture, and Aksel returns it.

Then there’s a noise from Belinda’s side of the bed, and he looks at her. But she’s not stirring. He looks back. Jakob is gone.

Then a head appears from behind Belinda. Rosa is looking at him, her eyes small and squinty. “Aksel? You awake?”

Aksel wakes up.
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Blinking, he finds the room shifting somehow. It’s the same room—the room that Kristoffer’s grandma used to sleep in. But he’s seeing it for real now, and not through his dream.

In the light from his phone still in his hand, Aksel sees Rosa rubbing her eyes and yawning. “What time is it?”

“It’s …” He glances at the phone. “Four thirty. Go back to sleep.”

“But why are you awake?”

“I’m not. I just … need to go have a pee.”

“Oh. Okay.” Needing no further convincing, Rosa lies back down on the mattress. Three seconds later, she’s snoring again.

Belinda turns over, but doesn’t wake up. Aksel sees the plug in her ear. Oh, right. She couldn’t sleep for the noises.

He glances over at the window. Either the zombies have moved on to another place, or—more likely—someone took care of them. Ella is their designated zombie killer. She’s taken down what must be most of Bodum’s population by now. The pile at the bottom of Kristoffer’s garden is getting big. As soon as the ground unfreezes come spring, they’ll have to bury the bodies. Until then, the frost will hopefully keep them from rotting.

Aksel pulls the duvet aside and swings his feet onto the icy floorboards. He sees something shiny lying there and frowns. The wrapper.

Shit … He glances back at Belinda, and he can suddenly remember the feeling of her lips. Then he looks down at his boxers, and, touching them carefully, he recognizes that unmistakable stickiness of the fabric. Shit, we really did it … that wasn’t just a dream.

Belinda had been the one to initiate it. Rosa was sound asleep when Aksel came into bed, and he thought Belinda was too. But to his surprise, she lifted her head to look at him. And to his further surprise, Rosa was on the mattress next to the bed—which was where Aksel spent the night before.

“She was afraid to roll onto the floor,” Belinda whispered, sounding almost apologetic. “She never learned to sleep without rails, so …”

Aksel hadn’t given it a second thought. He did feel a bit weird about having to share the bed with Belinda, but it’s only now he realizes that Rosa wanting to sleep on the mattress was probably a very handy excuse for what Belinda was hoping would happen.

Aksel was tired and almost drifted off the moment he lay down. But then he felt Belinda’s breath on the back of his neck, and he found it odd she was lying so close to him, but maybe it was to keep warm—the room was freezing, after all. And when he felt her hand on his hip, he figured she’d accidentally stuck her arm under his duvet. But she didn’t retract it. Instead, she started caressing him. That’s when Aksel finally realized something was going on, and then Belinda’s hand slipped under the elastic band of his boxers.

Aksel had protested briefly—not because he didn’t want to go through with it; his pulse was going hard, and his erection was even harder—but because Rosa was snoring right next to them.

“It’s okay, she’s a very heavy sleeper,” Belinda breathed into his ear, and then she gracefully slid on top of him. She was warm and soft and trembling slightly, and the weight of her on his chest was so damn sweet, Aksel could hardly breathe, much less talk.

He can’t recall how he got the condom on, but he’s pretty sure she did it for him.

Afterwards, they fell asleep wrapped in each other.

“Damnit,” Aksel whispers, looking at Belinda’s peaceful face. He sees her in a new light. Not just because they did it. But because he suddenly realizes how strong Belinda has been through it all. Keeping yourself alive was one thing, but having a little girl to take care of, that took twice the strength. Belinda, like Aksel, had started out losing basically everyone except for her daughter, and despite those horrible odds, she’s done a great job. Why a survivor like her would be attracted to an overgrown teenager like him, Aksel had no idea. Maybe he was just a fuck stick to her? Maybe she simply needed to blow off some steam?

Perhaps. He wouldn’t be too offended if that turns out to be the case—it was a very lovely experience no matter her motives. But the way she wrapped herself around him, interlaced her fingers with his and placed her face right up against his neck afterwards, it was probably not only about the sex. Maybe she also found some comfort in him. Or maybe she was genuinely in love with him.

Don’t flatter yourself. She just lost Linus less than a week ago. She’s still grieving.

That’s true. But now that he thinks about it, he has caught Belinda looking at him a few times, as though she wanted to say something. Whenever he noticed, she looked away. And more than once since they arrived here at Kristoffer’s place has she come to him when he was alone. She always had a question about something, but it seemed a bit rehearsed. Aksel figured she just wanted someone to talk to.

After what they did tonight, though, he’s pretty sure it was more than that.

Before he can help himself, Aksel reaches over and strokes her hair gently away from her face. She groans softly but doesn’t wake up. It’s funny. She’s not his type. Probably not someone he would have given a second look if seeing her in public. In fact, she’s pretty much the opposite of Frida. His late girlfriend was a natural beauty. Belinda needs to work for it—at least she seems to think so herself, judging by the amount of time she spends tanning, bleaching her hair, plucking her eyebrows, and so on. Aksel generally isn’t into girls with a lot of makeup.

But now that he knows Belinda, she’s very beautiful, and he has to restrain himself from bending over and kissing her.

Better go slow. Let’s see how she feels when she wakes up. Maybe she regrets everything.

So, he gets up and leaves the room.

Walking through the dark house, the sound of the generator in the basement is the only sound he can pick up. He locks himself in the bathroom without turning on the light. He places the phone on the sink and goes to the toilet. At the last moment, he changes his mind and sits down instead. Good thing he did; the stream isn’t exactly linear, as is always the case after he’s gotten laid.

As he sits there in Kristoffer’s cold bathroom, staring at the old tub, he recalls the strange dream he had. The vibrating feeling in his heart returns, stronger this time.

The pills were already gone. Dad was wrong.

What does that mean? Did it even mean anything? Aksel is almost sure—despite himself—that it does. And it’s not something nice, either. It’s got to do with the darkness. He can feel it. Whatever memory his subconscious—in the form of his dead brother—is trying to stir up, it’s something that prefers to stay hidden.

I’ll probably keep having these creepy dreams if I don’t figure it out …

So, Aksel takes a deep breath, closes his eyes, and instead of racking his brain, he focuses on the feeling in his chest. Getting his undivided attention, it immediately grows, like a bonfire receiving a healthy splash of gasoline. Aksel catches his breath as his chest constricts.

Something ancient awakens in him.

Himself, only five years old, peeking into his parents’ bedroom.

Mom is in bed, and Dad is poised over her, his palms on her chest, pumping away. His voice is unlike Aksel has ever heard it before. Taut. Scared.

“Come on, Karina … Come on … Don’t you do this to me …”

A child starts crying from the next room over. It causes Dad to whip his head around and see Aksel standing there.

“Your brother’s crying!” he roars out. “Go comfort him, damnit!”

Aksel rushes to Jakob’s room. His baby brother is standing up in the crib. As soon as Jakob sees him, he stops crying. Instead, he smiles at him and utters a string of babbly almost-words. Aksel grabs the toy dinosaur that’s fallen to the floor. He gives it to Jakob, and his brother starts cuddling it.

“Lie down, Jakob,” Aksel whispers. “Go to sleep.”

Then he goes back to the bedroom.

Dad is no longer sitting astride Mom. Instead, he’s sitting next to her, his head in his hands, staring at the floor.

“Daddy …?” Aksel says cautiously. “Why isn’t Mommy waking up?”

Dad looks at him. His eyes are red. Without a word, he reaches down, grabs the bottle and flings it across the floor. It lands in front of Aksel, spins a couple of times, then lies still. It’s empty.

“Because you played with her medicine,” Dad says. Aksel expected him to sound angry, but his voice is weirdly emotionless. “She won’t wake up ever again.”

Aksel shakes his head. “No, I … I didn’t play with Mommy’s mecidin.”

“I told you the pills were dangerous. I told you to never touch them. I leave the house for ten goddamn minutes, and you fuck it all up.”

“But, Daddy—”

“Go to your room, Aksel.”

“But Mommy’s mecidin—”

“I said go to your room. Now.”

Aksel turns and runs past Jakob’s room—from where he can hear the baby snoring. He jumps into his own bed, climbs under the blanket, and begins sobbing. He cries for the longest time. It feels like all night. But at some point, he must have fallen asleep. Because when he wakes up, it’s completely dark outside. Aksel sits up, and he remembers what happened last night, and an awful feeling settles in his chest, burrowing into his heart, and he doesn’t understand it, and he can’t handle it, so he lies back down. He tries hard to forget. And he manages to do so. Everything except that horrible feeling. That sticks around for years. It lives in his heart, just under the surface. Now and then, it rears its ugly head and tries to get out. But then Aksel does something reckless to cover it back up. He goes partying. Or he goes base jumping. Or, later, he goes to cut up a cadaver. Anything thrilling enough to ignore the pain.

Now, years later, sitting on the cold toilet, Aksel finally allows that pain to resurface, and it feels just as awful as it did back then. It feels like it’ll break him into a thousand pieces. He bursts into tears, covering his mouth to stifle the sound. But he can’t hold it in. A single sentence, the horrible, unbearable truth his dad told him that night, keeps repeating over and over.

I killed her. I killed her. I killed Mom.

Just when Aksel is certain he’ll lose his mind, the intensity of the feeling suddenly goes back down. It’s only a little, but enough to let something else in. Another realization that he’d buried right alongside the pain, just out of view of his conscious mind.

No, I didn’t. The pills were already gone.

The five-year-old version of Aksel had been alone for half an hour with his baby brother and his heavily depressed mother. He’d been playing in his room when he heard Jakob crying. Normally, Mom would go comfort him—at least on the days she was able to get out of bed. But Jakob kept crying, so Aksel went there and gave him the pacifier. Then he went to check on Mom. She was sleeping. In her hand was the bottle. It was empty, already empty, the contents making their way through her system, killing her, but Aksel didn’t know that, he just knew that Mom wasn’t supposed to take the medicine herself. Dad carefully hid the bottle somewhere in the kitchen, and he administered one pill to her every evening along with a glass of water.

Aksel went to the kitchen to see every single drawer and cupboard opened. That was when the front door slammed and Dad came into the kitchen. His eyes went from Aksel to the open cupboards and back again. Comprehension came to his eyes, and he whispered, “What have you done?” Then he ran to the bedroom.

But it was too late.

Aksel reaches over and takes his phone. Not excepting to see any bars on it, he finds three. Maximum signal. That’s never happened up here before. It’s almost like fate.

He makes the call.
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“Axe?”

“Hey, Dad. Bad time?”

Dad grunts. “Well, it’s the middle of the fucking night, so yeah, I’d say so …”

“Sorry. Just wanted to check in. Where are you?”

“I’m still held up in #. You OK?”

“Yeah, I’m fine.”

“Good. That’s good.”

His dad doesn’t ask about Jakob. So he knows. They called him.

“I’m really sorry about Jakob,” Aksel says, taking a deep breath.

His dad doesn’t say anything.

“I want you to know I was … I was there.”

“You were?”

“Yep.”

“They told me he fell.”

“No. He jumped.”

A pause. “Was he infected?”

“No.”

“Why would he jump, then?”

“Because, uhm … he felt guilty, I think. Did they tell you how he brought the infected person into town?”

Dad doesn’t answer the question. “Couldn’t you have stopped him?”

“I tried,” Aksel says. “But it was his choice.”

Dad scoffs. “His choice? That’s how you justify it?”

Aksel closes his eyes. He was ready for it. But still it hurts. “It was Jakob’s choice, just like it was Mom’s.”

“Oh, don’t you fucking go there …”

“Dad, the pills were already gone.” As he repeats the words from his dream, his voice almost falters. He breathes through his nose in order to steady himself. “Mom found the bottle herself. It wasn’t me. She went looking as soon as you left the house.”

“Aw, bullshit,“ his dad growls. “She was too weak to get out of bed.”

“Yeah, she was. But I guess she found the strength anyway. That’s how much she wanted to die.”

It’s the truth, and even though he says it very calmly, Aksel can tell right away his dad takes it as an accusation.

“Fuck you, you piece of shit. You sayin’ I was that horrible to live with?”

“No, I’m not.”

“Her depression had nothing to do with our marriage! The doctor said it was a chemical imbalance in her brain!”

“I’m sure it was.”

“Then why are you blaming me for her death?”

“I’m not blaming anyone. I’m just telling you what happened. How could I have opened the top cupboards anyway? I was five, for Christ’s sake.”

“You were a great climber already back then,“ Dad retorts promptly. “Like a fucking monkey. I couldn’t keep you off the table to save my life.”

“I take that as a compliment,” Aksel smiles.

“This a joke to you? Your poor, sick mother dying, is that all just a big laugh to you? Is that why you called me? To mock me?”

“No, I called you to tell you I’m sorry.”

This gives his dad pause. “Sorry for what? I know you never accepted your responsibility in this.”

“No, but I know you did. I realize now you’ve been beating yourself up all these years. You act like you’re beating me up, but that’s just to make it a little less painful, isn’t it? Really, it’s yourself you’re crucifying.”

He can literally hear his dad’s breath catch in his throat. “You … you son of a bitch … so you’re saying it is my fault, huh?”

“No, you’re not listening, Dad. I’m saying it’s no one‘s fault. And you should start believing that, too. Forgive yourself.”

His dad utters a sound Aksel hasn’t heard since that awful night. It’s part sorrow, part shock. He snorts to try and keep it in, but there’s no mistaking it. He cries hard for five seconds—Aksel can tell so even though he takes the phone away from his face—and then he suddenly says, in a voice that’s much less tense. “Look, I don’t know what kinda religion you’ve bought into since we last spoke, but you tell yourself whatever you have to. Good riddance to you if it works. But I know the truth, okay? I know there’s no way to forgive what happened to your mother. Or to Jakob. Someone’s gotta take the blame. It’s that simple.”

“Well, if that’s how you see it,” Aksel sighs. “Then that’s your choice, Dad. I can’t stop you. And you’re welcome to blame me too, if that makes it easier. But I’m done doing it.”

His dad doesn’t reply to this—which, Aksel knows, is the closest he’ll ever get to him accepting it.

“So, I’m sorry about the truck,” he says, changing the subject. “But Jakob fucked it up pretty badly. I don’t think it’s going to be driving again.”

“No, they said so,“ Dad grunts. It sounds like he’s wiping his cheeks. “Goddamn punk. He was always a reckless driver. Gave him an RC car once, and the first time he took it for a spin, he drove the damn thing straight under the wheels of a bus. Remember that?”

Aksel can’t help but chuckle. “Yeah, I do. He was gutted for days.”

“Should’ve never let him drive that truck,“ Dad mumbles.

Aksel considers for a very brief moment to tell Dad that he spoke to Jakob in the dream, but then decides that would be very stupid. Instead, he says, “Listen, Dad, I gotta run. But I’m glad we talked. Maybe if this thing blows over some day, we should get together for a beer?”

Another pause. Longer this time.

Then, hesitantly, Dad says, “Yeah. That wouldn’t be too bad of an idea, I guess.”

“It’s a date then. I’ll call you, all right?”

“Right.“ And then, like a sudden impulse strikes him, he says three words Aksel has never heard him say before. “Take care, son.”

“You too, Dad.”


8



Standing by the door, she’s uncertain what to do.

On the one hand, listening to Aksel sob quietly in there, she instinctively wants to go and comfort him.

On the other, she obviously just overheard a very private conversation, and maybe he’ll feel like she’s prying.

She could just go back to bed, but then again, she really needs a pee. So, she decides to tap on the door gently.

Aksel immediately stops crying.

“Axe?” she asks quietly. “You OK?”

“Oh, jeez,” he mutters. She hears a piece of toilet paper being ripped off. A few seconds later, the door opens.

Even though he’s made a haphazard attempt to wipe away the tears, it’s obvious he’s been crying. “Sorry,” he mutters, avoiding her eyes. “Didn’t know you were waiting. She’s all yours.”

He’s about to slip past her, but Belinda takes him by the elbow. “Hey, you OK?”

He looks at her and shrugs. “It’s nothing, really. I just … called my dad.”

“Yeah, I heard.”

His expression turns to a mixture of mild dread. “How long were you out here?”

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to eavesdrop.”

He sighs. “It’s fine. It’s not like it’s a secret or anything. It’s just … we have a complicated relationship, my dad and me.”

Belinda nods. “I gathered as much.”

He grunts and runs a hand through his hair. “Bet you regret banging me now, huh?”

She frowns. “Why would I regret that?”

“I mean, I’m just a punk with daddy issues. It’s kinda pathetic.”

She looks at him, and she realizes just how vulnerable he is right now. “Honestly, Axe,” she says softly. “Since I met you, you’ve been anything but pathetic. You’ve been smart, brave and helpful. And the way you handled that conversation with your dad just now … it was the most mature I’ve ever heard you be.”

He studies her face, obviously trying to figure out if she’s sincere. “Seriously?”

“Uh-huh. I don’t think you’re a punk at all. In fact …” She pulls him closer. “I find you even more attractive now.”

His eyebrows almost reach his hairline. Then a grin spreads across his mouth. He checks his phone. “Well, it’s only five. We still have time for one more round before the others wake up.”

She pushes him gently back into the bathroom, closing the door behind them.

“And you know,” he goes on, wrapping his arms around her waist. “I’ve got plenty more childhood trauma since you’re into that stuff.”

“Really?” she asks, looking up at him. “Like what?”

He thinks for a second. “I once found a vibrator in my mom’s underwear drawer, and I thought it was a massage thing, so I offered my brother a session. Mom came in and found us. She took the vibrator without a word and never mentioned it again. It wasn’t till years later I realized what it was.”

“Jesus,” Belinda snickers. “Sorry, but that’s just funny.”

“Not for me! I was totally traumatized. Still to this day, every time my phone vibrates, I go—“ He pretends like the right side of his face contracts in a series of tics.

Belinda bites back a smile. “Come to think of it, there’s one thing we need to work on.”

“Oh, yeah? What’s that?”

She stands on her toes to reach his mouth. Just before she kisses him, she whispers, “Your sense of humor.”
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“You guys sure we shouldn’t just blow that fucking grave shut?” Aksel suggests. “One of those propane cannisters in the basement will be more than enough, I’m sure.”

They’re all gathered in the living room. It’s two in the afternoon. The sky is grey outside, a weak sunlight filtering through the layer of clouds. Right now, there are no zombies by the windows, which Ella finds to be a nice change.

“It won’t work,” Kristoffer says right away. “And even if it did, what good would it do to seal the grave shut?”

Aksel shrugs. “It would prevent that thing from coming back out and wrecking more havoc.”

“Yeah, but the infection,” Belinda interjects. She’s sitting on the armrest right next to Aksel. “Or curse, or whatever we’re calling it … That’s the real problem, isn’t it?”

“It is,” Kristoffer says. “And trapping the draug in the grave, that won’t change a thing.”

“Okay, so let’s blow up the draug instead,” Aksel goes on. “Or we lure it out of hiding, and we shoot it full of bullets.”

“It can only be ki—“

“I know, I know,” Aksel says. “It’s supposed to be beheaded and burnt and all that, but has anyone ever tried just shooting the damn thing? I’m sure if they had explosives and handguns back in medieval times, that would’ve been their go-to. And cutting its head off and burning the body, I mean, we can do that once it’s dead, right? Make sure it doesn’t resurrect or whatever.”

The others exchange uncertain looks.

Guardian lifts his head. He’s under the table, even though he’s almost too big to fit under there, but he seems to have chosen it as his sanctuary.

Aksel leans forward. “Look, it’s got a physical body, right? The book said so. If it can be killed with a sword, I’m sure it can be killed with bullets, too. At the very least, it’ll slow it down. Maybe that’s enough for Ella to swoop in and finish the job.” He looks over at her. “By the way, did you get it sharpened?”

Ella sits cross-legged on the couch, the sickle lying neatly on the coffee table in front of her. The blade is a lot shinier than before. Kristoffer found it in the garden shed. His grandmother used to cut down weeds with it.

“I did,” Ella says—in fact, she spent all morning filing away with the whetstone. She didn’t stop until the blade was sharp enough to trim the tiny hairs on her arm. “I think it’ll do the job.”

Her mom clears her throat. “I agree with Aksel in so far that we should at least go with her.”

“We’ve been over that, Mom,” Ella says calmly. “It’s not a good idea. You being there, it might upset it.”

“We could keep our distance,” Kristoffer says. “Staying back and out of sight, while you approach the grave. If anything goes wrong, we’ll be there to help you.”

Aksel snorts. “She’ll be facing a supernatural monster armed with nothing but a rusty old sickle. What could go wrong?”

“Not just a sickle,” Kristoffer corrects him and looks over at Ella. “She’s got something much more valuable. Her heritage.”

Ella ignores her mom’s burning gaze. Then she looks at her father. “If anybody is coming with me, I think it should be you.”

Folmer doesn’t look at her, but it’s clear from his face that he knows she addressed him.

“Forget it,” Aksel scoffs. “Unless we tie him down and drag him, he’s not coming.”

“Axe, please,” Ella says.

“It’s ironic, really,” Aksel goes on, throwing out his arms. “Here’s a room full of people willing to help. Hell, Rosa even wants to come! And that fucking guy, a grown-ass man, a trained prison guard, who’s got immunity and everything, he’s too chickenshit to—“

“Axe!” Ella snaps. “Shut up.”

She sends him a stare mean enough to get him to pipe down. He and Folmer scowl at each other.

“Call me a coward all you want,” Folmer says, apparently talking to all of them. “I’m doing the sensible thing. Going over there is clearly suicide, no matter who you are.”

“But we can’t just sit here and do nothing, either,” Ella argues.

“Why not?” Folmer asks. “We’re staying alive. We’re waiting this thing out. The infected people will rot at some point, and we’ll be fi—“

“We’ll be the only people left,” Ella’s mom cuts him off, looking at Folmer like he’s crazy. “What kinda future would that be? You really want our grandchildren to live in a world with nothing but death?”

“It could be a fresh start,” Folmer mutters. “It’s not like society is great as it is right now.”

“At least it’s better than struggling to survive,” Anne retorts. “Fighting off predators. Looking for food. No medicine, no electricity.”

“And we don’t even know for sure whether they rot or not,” Kristoffer interjects. “Maybe the curse is keeping them from decaying.”

“Okay, look,” Aksel says. “We need to do something. That much is clear. And it only makes sense that Ella is going over there. The only question left we need answered is, who’s going with her?”

Dead silence. Everyone exchanges looks.

To Ella’s surprise, Rosa speaks up. “I think Ella should decide.” The girl looks at Ella, her expression neutral as always. “She’s the one risking her life.”

“That actually makes a lot of sense,” Aksel says. “I’m with Rosa. Anyone object?”

The others shake their heads—everyone except Folmer. He grunts. “We already know who she’s appointing.”

“I’m not making anyone go against their will,” Ella says calmly. “That wouldn’t be right. But I’m asking … please, will you come with me?”

Folmer glances over at her and is about to say something, when he realizes Ella isn’t looking at him.

Her mother is staring at Folmer too, so it takes her a moment to realize it’s her Ella asked. “What? Me? Of course, sweetie. But I thought you said …?”

Ella shakes her head. “I know you’re not immune. I know whatever I inherited, I have from my … from Folmer. But I have something from you, too, and that’s just as important.”

Her mother smiles. “Thanks, Ella.”

“Anyone else?” Aksel asks.

This time, Ella really does look at Folmer. “I’m asking you too. Would you come with me?”

Folmer breathes hard through his nose. To Ella’s surprise, it looks like he actually considers it. He runs a hand across his face, as though wiping away invisible sweat. When he finally talks, he sounds more collected than Ella has ever heard him. It’s as though he’s mustered what courage he can. “All right, look. I’m a good driver. If we go over there, we should at least have a getaway plan. I’ll wait by the car, keep the engine running.” He glances at Ella for a response.

Ella only needs to consider it briefly to realize this is an olive branch he’s extending, and that it’s all she’s getting from him, so she’s not going to bargain. “Thank you,” she says. “That would be a help.”

Aksel sighs, then says almost exactly what Ella just thought, “Guess that’s as good as it’s gonna be. I’ll bring Guardian right away, and we’ll clear the road of any obstacles.” He looks from Anne to Folmer to Ella. “You guess ready for a family trip?”
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The mood in the car gets heavier as they approach the outskirt of Bodum and the house where it all began.

“This is it, right?” Folmer asks, slowing down.

Anne looks out to see the very last house on the left. It was probably pretty well kept before the people living there perished. Already, nature has begun taking over. Weeds are growing among the cracks between the tiles of the driveway, the windows are dirty, and leaves are cluttering the gutters. On a moss-covered stone she can make out the number 11.

“It is,” Ella says, not looking at the stone at all; her eyes are fixed on the house. Or really, it seems to Anne like her daughter is staring right through the building. “I can feel it,” she whispers.

Folmer stops the car, and both he and Anne look at Ella for a moment. Ella is wearing the jacket Kristoffer gave her, the one that belonged to his grandma. It’s worn but very warm. She’s also wearing gloves, and in her right hand is the sickle, the razor-sharp blade resting in her lap.

This is insane, Anne thinks, feeling fear cramp up her heart. I can’t let her go out there.

As she looks at Ella, her daughter looks way younger than her actual age. It’s like Anne sees the baby girl she birthed and raised. A flood of memories is trying to force itself into her mind, but she refuses it. If she gives into nostalgia now, there’s no way she’ll be able to go through with this. Because as much as she dislikes it, she also knows this is Ella’s choice. That she’s not a kid anymore. Even if her birth certificate says so, Anne knows these past few days have made Ella much older. She told Anne most of what she’s been through, but even before she did, Anne could tell from her eyes and her voice that something’s fundamentally changed in her.

She’s just as tough as me now. Even more so, I bet. There’s no way I’m talking her out of this, so I might as well help her.

“So,” Folmer says, clearing his throat. He looks at them in the rear mirror. “You guys, uhm … going or what?”

“We are,” Anne says, looking at Ella. “When we’re ready.”

“I don’t think I’m going to get any more ready than this,” Ella says, still looking at the house as she unbuckles.

Anne quickly removes her seat belt too and opens her door. “You’ll wait here?” she asks Folmer.

“Yeah. I’ll just turn the car around, and I’ll keep the door open, so you can get in quickly if you need to.”

“Good.”

Anne steps out onto the pavement. The air seems even colder than usual this frosty afternoon. The sky is clear, though, and painted in a perfect azure blue color which seems to reach all the way to outer space. No clouds in sight, no birds or anything else visible against the sky’s canvas.

A beautiful day to die, Anne thinks despite herself. She automatically scans the road and the nearby gardens for any dead people. She sees none; perhaps Ella really did kill them all.

Ella comes around the car, holding the sickle by her side. Her eyes are still fixed on the house. She looks to Anne like an athlete about to step onto the field; completely concentrated.

“Do you think maybe you should hide that?” Anne suggests as Folmer turns the car around.

“What, this?” Ella says, raising the sickle. “It’ll know.”

She doesn’t elaborate, and Anne doesn’t ask. “So, you don’t mind if I keep the gun ready?”

“No, that’s fine. Just as long as you stay back. Try not to … seem like a threat.”

“Got it,” Anne mutters. She can’t help but feel extremely odd at taking orders from her daughter as though Ella was her superior. She hears Bo’s voice in her memory. “Hunker down, Nilsen. Wait it out. Don’t do anything stupid.” Those were the last official orders Anne got. She didn’t obey them. She couldn’t. She had to run the risk. And now she’s about to run an even bigger one. To make it worse, it’s not her own life at stake.

Folmer parks the car right next to them, now facing the other way. He raises his hand in a quick, affirmative gesture, as though saying, “I’m ready. Proceed at your own leisure.”

Anne curses him internally for the umpteenth time. If she’d known who he was as a person, she’d have never accepted his sperm. But then again, if she hadn’t, then Ella wouldn’t have been who she is. And the world might not have had a chance.

“Come on, Mom,” Ella says, walking up the path to the front door.

Anne follows her. Ella doesn’t open the door, but instead walks along the wall. Anne glances through the window they pass, seeing no one in the house.

Ella stops by the corner, glances into the back garden, then retracts her head as though seeing something awful. She breathes fast. “It’s there. It knows I’m coming.”

Anne loads her gun, keeping it pointed at the ground. “Last chance, sweetie. Are you absolutely certain of this?”

Ella looks at something in front of her, then focuses on Anne’s face. “I’m certain, Mom. There’s no other way. You stay right here, okay? Only shoot if I ask you to. That’s very important.”

Anne nods. Then, spontaneously, she pulls her daughter into a tight, one-armed hug. Ella squeezes her back.

“I love you, Ella. And I’m very proud of you.”

“I love you too, Mom.”

Ella’s voice falters a bit, and maybe that’s why she breaks the hug. Without looking at Anne, she steps around the corner.

“Please, be careful,” Anne whispers after her as Ella walks out onto the lawn.

Those are the last words.


11



Driving into the village, Kjell can immediately tell it’s like a ghost town.

No persons are in sight—living or dead. Subtle signs reveal that pretty much everyone upped and left once they found out what was happening. Either that, or they stayed and died. A suitcase dropped by the roadside. An empty car with the front door open. A tipped-over garbage can. A stray cat eyeing him from the roof of a carport.

He spots four or five corpses lying around. He was expecting many more. After all, Bodum had, what, a couple of hundred citizens? A hundred fifty at least. Most of them old, frail, slow. They should be scattered all around. The road snaking through the village is also surprisingly passable. As though someone cleared it.

Seems like a few survivors stuck around, Kjell thinks, turning down the music. Kept the place relatively neat.

He reaches an intersection and stops right in the middle. It’s clearly the center of town. Gazing around in all directions, he sees nothing noteworthy. A bent, algae-covered street sign tells him he’s already on Gamlagata. So, he keeps driving. Checking the numbers, he heads into a slight curve in the road. He can’t see the end of the village, but he knows it’s coming up soon. Something makes him stop the truck just before the bend. It’s some kind of intuition. He turns off the engine, rolls down the window and listens.

He’s not sure what he expected to hear, but the sound of an idling engine doesn’t surprise him.

Someone else is here, too. Interesting.

It’s probably the gay dude. He told Kjell he lived in Bodum, so he likely headed back home after Kjell attacked them in the cave and killed Ragnar.

Kjell brings his gun and closes the door quietly behind him. Making sure no one is watching him, Kjell slips into the nearest garden. Running behind the hedge, he makes it three houses over before he can tell the car is right outside, idling by the curb.

Kjell looks up at the house. It looks like all the others, aged and worn, clearly the home of some old geezers. By the driveway is a rock, and Kjell can just make out the number 11 on it.

Thought so. Someone else is after the treasure.

Kjell carefully parts the branches of the hedge to get a look at the car. It’s an MPV. In the side mirror he can make out the guy behind the wheel. Kjell knows him—at least he’s seen him before. They worked together at the secure facility. He was one of the guards they brought in to drive the busses loaded with infected people.

Another deserter. Good for him.

Judging by the way the guy keeps darting nervous glances around, it’s clear he’s on pins and needles and that he’s waiting for someone. Kjell notices the passenger door is open. He looks down and sees a tiny rock on the ground. Picking it up, he throws it over the hedge. It lands on the hood of the car and makes the guy jolt. He stares out the windscreen, trying to make out what caused the noise just long enough that Kjell can squeeze through the hedge, reach the driver’s side door and point the gun at the guy’s head.

When he sees Kjell, he jumps again. His hands go to the steering wheel, then to the gun which he stupidly left on the dashboard. Then he finally notices Kjell’s gun, and he freezes in place. Kjell places a finger over his mouth. Without taking the gun away, he carefully opens the door.

“Keep your voice down. Anything above a whisper, and I’m pulling the trigger. Got it?”

The guy swallows and nods.

“You the getaway driver?”

Another stiff nod.

Kjell gestures at the house. “You guys came for the cave in the back garden—correct?”

The guard hesitates briefly, then nods.

“How many are over there?”

“Two,” he croaks.

“Soldiers?”

“No. A female cop, and … her daughter.”

Kjell frowns. “You joshing me?”

“No, it’s true.”

“Huh. Nice job letting the women do the dirty work. Well, I’m afraid your break is over, buddy. Step out of the car.”

“But—“

“No buts. Do as I ask.”

“But I can’t—“

Kjell punches him in the face. He’s wearing leather gloves and it’s his left, so it doesn’t land nearly as hard or clean as he’d have liked, but it catches the guy completely off guard, and he gives off a weird sound, then clutches the side of his face.

“Come on,” Kjell says, stepping back. “No more buts, okay?”
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As she crosses the lawn, she can barely feel her legs. They’re like overcooked spaghetti, causing her to wobble with every step. Her mind is shouting at her, listing all kinds of reasons why this is foolish.

Ella doesn’t listen. And she forces her legs to keep walking.

She stops about halfway between the house and the hole in the hill. The entrance is completely black, so much so that even the daylight can’t seem to penetrate it. It’s contrasted by the light-green grass and weeds growing on the mound, which makes it look even more out of place. Almost like a rupture in reality. Like a portal to some other dimension.

The afternoon is absolutely quiet. Quieter than Ella ever thought possible. No birds are chirping, no leaves are rustling, not a breeze is stirring. She can literally hear her own heartbeat against her eardrums.

There are no sounds coming from the passage to the grave, either.

But there’s something else emanating from the deep. Something much more palpable than soundwaves.

Ella has been aware of it from the moment they reached Bodum. A slight feeling of unease. Like when you sense someone watching you from behind. But now, standing right in front of the entrance to the grave, it turns into a physical sensation. A pulse thumping against her jacket and her face, causing her cheeks and forehead to burn despite the cold.

Staring into the darkness, even though she can’t see it, Ella knows without a trace of doubt that the draug is staring right back.

“I know you can hear me,” she says, discreetly testing the grip on the sickle. She wants to make sure her hand and fingers still obey her. “And I know you know who I am.”

The words seem to fall flat before they reach the hole. As though the air has become a vacuum that sucks up sounds and crushes them into nothing.

But the draug hears her. Ella probably hadn’t even needed to say it out loud; she has a feeling the creature might be able to hear her thoughts.

It doesn’t answer. And it doesn’t show itself. It just waits.

“I’ve come to … to make you stop,” she goes on. She gestures at the world at large with the hand that’s not holding the sickle. “To take back whatever curse you’ve put on us. I want you to put an end to it. I believe that’s in your power, and I know you must obey me because of my heritage.”

The draug has been completely silent up until now. But at the very last word, it finally makes a sound. It’s not words, but a low, ominous rumble. Almost like the first sign of an earthquake, or a volcano waking up.

Ella feels the ground start to tremble below her feet, and she instinctively takes a step back, then regrets it.

I can’t show it I’m afraid.

She forces herself to step forward again, and she raises the sickle and points it at the hole. “You will obey me, or I’ll … I’ll …” The rest of the sentence drowns in the rumbling noise, which grows loud enough that it’s really more of a roar. At the same time, something catches her eye from above, and she looks up. What she sees makes her bowels turn watery.

She hears Kristoffer in her mind: “… the draug can control the weather, manipulate the elements, and turn day into night …”

The perfect blue sky overhead is rapidly being swallowed up by heavy, grey clouds. But it’s not happening in the usual manner, where wind from a certain direction makes a cloud cover gradually swoop in and block out the sky. Instead, the clouds are closing in from all sides, forming a quickly decreasing circle of blue in the middle. It looks almost like a hurricane, except Ella can’t feel even the slightest breeze.

As she looks back at the hole, she sees the darkness shift. Something moves in there. Something is suddenly standing right inside the opening, and it’s about to come out all the way, when—

“Hey Jude!”
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Anne is staring at the hole in the hill, staring at Ella, staring at the sky. She can feel the air tightening up, getting electrified, and she knows something awful is about to go down. Clutching her gun, she gets ready to jump out, disregarding what Ella told her.

But then, just as she takes the first step, coming from the other side of the house, completely unexpectedly, a man’s voice: “Hey Jude!”

Anne jolts and instinctively wheels around.

Out onto the lawn come not one man, but two. One of them is Folmer. The other is a soldier, and he’s walking right behind Folmer. Judging by how Folmer is holding up his arms, and the big, red bruise high up on his cheekbone, Anne immediately surmises that the soldier has a gun in his back.

“Don’t be afraid,” the soldier goes on in a jovial tone, addressing Ella. “You were made to go out and get her.”

Anne is momentarily confused by what he’s saying, until she realizes he’s quoting a Beatles song.

“Stay back!” Ella calls out, looking back and forth between the approaching men and the hole in the hill. “It’s not safe!”

“It will be safe once you drop that overgrown nail file there,” the soldier tells her. “And if your momma could be so kind as to—oh, there you are! Hello, Snut!” The soldier smiles as he sees Anne, and he steps a little farther to the side, using Folmer as a shield. “Please put down that gun so I don’t need to shoot anyone.”

Anne bites down hard. Her mind is fighting to catch up. The situation went from bad to another kind of just as bad in the blink of an eye, and there’s no good way to solve it.

“Please,” Folmer says, his voice weak. He sounds like he’s about to cry. “Please, Anne … he’s not kidding.”

“Mom, get back!” Ella calls out. She’s no longer holding the sickle.

“No, Mom, don’t go anywhere,” the soldier retorts. “Stay right where I can see you, and place the gun on the ground.”

“You don’t understand,” Ella goes on, gesturing towards the hill. “It’s coming! The draug, it’s about to—“ Ella cuts herself off as she looks at the hole. Then, under her breath, Anne hears her whisper, “It’s gone.”

She’s right. Anne notices the rumbling sound has died down almost completely. She can feel the tension leave the air as well. Glancing up, she sees the cloud cover dispersing. She can still make out the hurricane-like formation, but since nothing is forcing the clouds to move anymore, they’re simply drifting away at a natural pace, letting the blue sky back into view, brightening the afternoon.

Then, as she looks back down at the soldier, it suddenly hits her. “I know who you are,” she hears herself say. “I know you’re a psycho, and you can’t be trusted.”

“Come now,” the soldier says overbearingly. “Flattery won’t get you out of this.”

“I don’t care about that guy you’re holding as a hostage. I will shoot you, even if I risk hitting him, too.”

Anne can only see half of the soldier’s face, but it’s enough to tell her he’s grinning. “I like your attitude, Snut. But I bet you don’t feel the same about your daughter.” Flashing his gun for just a moment, the soldier shows Anne the weapon pointed at Ella, before he pulls it back behind Folmer.

“If you even think about hurting her, I will rip you apart,” Anne says, her jaw trembling, making the words come in thrusts. She seriously considers opening fire. Just emptying her gun right at the soldier. She’ll definitely kill Folmer, but there’s a good chance she’ll get the soldier too, before he can shoot back. But what holds her back is the thought of Ella. The soldier could easily take at least two shots at her before going down.

“Mom,” Ella says, her voice tense, her eyes pleading. “Just do what he says. It’ll be all right.”

But Anne doesn’t think it will. She has a very bad feeling about the soldier. Somehow, he’s worse than the monster in the hill.

“Right, look, I understand we’re all a little on edge here,” the soldier says, looking from Anne to Ella. Anne notices he’s smiling as he talks. His smile gives her the creeps. “And there are a lot of moving parts, a lot of things to worry about, a lot of different outcomes. So let me make things simpler. Do as I say, or I shoot you all. Last chance. How’s that for simplicity?”

“I don’t know what you want,” Anne hears herself say, not lowering the gun. “But we’re not gonna—“

The soldier moves his hand upwards. Anne catches glimpse of the gun right above Folmer’s shoulder, and she’s about to fire her own, when something very hard punches her in the collarbone, right below her throat. It feels like a brick sent from a catapult, and it’s hard enough to make her stumble backwards. She looks down, expecting to see her chest blown open—that’s what it feels like. Instead, she sees a tiny puncture in her jacket, half an inch away from the zipper.

That looks like a hole from a bullet, Anne thinks feeling almost bemused. How’d that happen?

Then another hole appears right beside the first one, and then there’s a cut to black for a few seconds, and when her vision returns, she’s staring at the almost blue sky.

I think he shot me.

Anne turns her head, hoping to see Ella. And she does. Her daughter is coming to her, her eyes huge and shocked. She falls to her knees right in front of Anne, and she says something. At least it looks like her lips are moving. Anne tries to smile at her. Tries to assure her everything will be okay.

Then Ella fades away, and Anne feels a deep, warm place open up just beneath her.

I love you, Ella, Anne thinks, as the deep gently sucks her in. More than anything.
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“Come on, get up,” Kjell snarls, pulling at the guy’s jacket collar. “What are you doing? Taking a shit? Get to your feet, man.”

The moment Kjell fired the gun, the guard dropped to a crouch and covered his ears. The gun did go off right next to his head, so Kjell doubts the guy will ever again be able to hear very well on that side, but that doesn’t mean he gets to act like a pussy.

“Stand up, for fuck’s sake!” Kjell yanks hard enough to finally get the guy to his feet.

He looks over at the girl. She’s dropped the sickle and run to her mom. The cop is already dead—clearly. Yet the girl shakes her, touches her face, talks to her.

“It’s no use,” Kjell calls out. “Hey, girl! She’s gone!”

The girl doesn’t react. She just keeps trying to wake up her dead mother.

“What’s her name?” Kjell asks—making sure to talk into the guard’s good ear.

“Uhm, Ella,” he says, sounding like someone halfway asleep.

“Hey, Ella!” Kjell shouts.

The girl finally reacts. Turning her head, she looks at him through tears.

“I’m sorry, but she’s gone.”

Ella’s expression shifts. It goes from shock to comprehension to grief to something much darker, and finally, she talks. It’s a whisper, and Kjell can’t make it out. It doesn’t sound like a pleasantry.

“It’s all right to hate me,” he tells her with mock empathy. “A lot of people do. I can live with it. All right, Folmer. You’re up next. Are you gonna do what I ask?”

The guy is already trembling all over. Now he begins shifting in place. “I don’t … I don’t know what …”

“It’s easy. You just go into that cave right there, and you bring me back something shiny. The bigger, the better. If you see any—“

“I can’t!” Folmer blurts out, turning his head to try and look at Kjell. “There’s a monster in there! It’ll kill me!”

Kjell grunts. “What are you, five? Get a grip.”

“It’s true! It’s what started all this! It’s called a draug!”

Kjell was about to tell the guy to get moving or get a bullet in his head, when, at that last word, something seems to happen. It’s like an icy gust of wind whips through the garden. Except it seems to come from the hole in the hill.

Folmer obviously feels it too, because he tenses up. Ella stops crying. She looks from the hole and over at them. “Don’t say its name,” she tells them in a toneless voice.

Kjell bursts out laughing. “What, you believe in ghosts, too? Are all of you people nuts? There’s nothing in there, except what I need: one or two pieces of expensive jewelry.” But even as he’s talking, Kjell can’t help but glance at the cave’s opening. What he read in the notebook suddenly seems a lot more plausible than he likes to admit.

Stop being a wuss. You’re no better than these idiots.

“So,” Kjell goes on, shoving Folmer forward and grabs his gun with both hands. “You’re going in to get me one, or I’ll shoot you. What’ll it be?”

Folmer—still holding up his hands—turns around to look at Kjell. And to Kjell’s disgust, he begins crying. “Please … please don’t make me do it …”

“Jesus fucking Christ,” Kjell mutters.

He realizes Folmer isn’t going in there. He’s too scared. Just as he’s about to shoot him, Ella gets to her feet. She wipes her eyes with her sleeves, then looks at Kjell. “I’ll do it,” she says evenly.

Kjell raises one eyebrow, not lowering the gun. “Really?”

“I’ll get you what you want. Just don’t shoot him.”

Kjell grunts. “Why? What’s he to you?”

“He’s my father,” Ella says.

Kjell wasn’t really expecting an answer—and certainly not that answer. “No, you’re shitting me. This piece of shit?” He looks Folmer up and down, and he notices the guy literally pissed himself. “Well, congratulations on taking on from your mother. Clearly, she was much more of a man than this pussy.”

“Don’t mention my mother,” the girl says, her voice dipping, her eyes turning dark.

Kjell laughs. “Yeah, that’s the look! That’s exactly how she mean-mugged me. I’m telling you, if eyes could kill, you’d have a lethal weapon.” He takes a deep breath. “Okay. Go fetch me something valuable. We’ll wait here.”

The girl nods once, then begins crossing the lawn. She stops halfway, but not because she’s scared. She simply hesitates to look up at something. Kjell follows her gaze and sees a magpie sitting in a leafless apple tree. How long the bird had been there—and why it hadn’t been scared off by the gunshot—Kjell has no idea. It isn’t moving, and it isn’t making any noises. It’s just silently watching them.

“Okay, no time for bird watching,” Kjell says, turning his head back to Ella. “You get go—“

He stops talking as he sees the girl disappear into the darkness of the cave.
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As soon as she steps inside the cave, everything turns pitch-black.

It’s without a doubt the thickest darkness Ella has ever experienced. She raises her hand and places her palm an inch from her face. Moving it from side to side, she can feel it, but she can’t see it.

She turns back to look out at the lawn. It’s like looking through a doorway between worlds. The boundary between light and darkness is way too stark. Outside, the sun is once again shining now that the clouds have departed. But not even the palest ray of light makes it into the cave.

Ella sees the soldier standing there, still hiding behind Folmer. Her dad has stopped crying. His eyes go back and forth between the cave and the place where Ella’s mom is lying. Ella is grateful she can’t see her from in here. The soldier is looking fixedly at the cave over Folmer’s shoulder, but Ella can tell he can no longer see her.

I could just wait right here for five minutes, then step back outside and claim I couldn’t find anything.

But she knows that won’t work. Maybe a normal person would accept it. Not Kjell, though. He’s not normal. Hell, he’s not even a person.

He shot Mom. Ella gasps for breath and fights back new tears as the realization washes over her again. He killed her. She’s dead.

It seems unreal. Like it can’t possibly be true. Despite all the death Ella has experienced—and caused—these last few days, the thought of her mother being gone forever is too much to accept. Maybe in time, but for now, Ella simply can’t comprehend it.

Better get moving. If I don’t find something he can take with him, he’ll probably shoot me and Folmer, too.

Ella turns back around to face the darkness. Taking out the tiny flashlight that Kristoffer gave her, she halfway expects it not to work. Had this been a horror movie, it would have flashed once or twice, then died. She would have slapped it, cursed, then dropped it on the ground.

But to her immense relief, the flashlight turns on.

The beam seems to have a hard time cutting through the darkness. But it does deliver just enough light for her to make out a tunnel leading downwards at a slight angle. She can also see runes edged into the walls around her. And, looking down, she sees giant footprints. They look human. At least to a certain degree. But they’re way too big and weirdly crooked, as though the feet that left them were deformed. Also, in front of each of the toes are triangles from what can only be sharp claws.

Ella looks down the tunnel. It continues for as long as the light reaches. She tries hard to sense the draug.

She can. But it’s far away. Clearly, it withdrew deep into the earth when Kjell appeared. Not because it was scared of him, obviously. But it must have been afraid of something, because it was definitely about to leave the cave and rip Ella apart; she holds no illusions about that.

So, what frightened it? What made it retreat?

Ella doesn’t know. And right now, she can’t worry about figuring it out. She has another task at hand.

Carefully searching the walls, floor and ceiling, she begins walking deeper into the grave.
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“Will you sit down, man? You’re stressing me out.”

Aksel’s voice makes Kristoffer stop in his tracks. He was hardly aware that he was pacing back and forth. He looks across the living room to see Aksel sitting next to Rosa on the couch. They’re playing cards. Belinda is in the armchair, covered in a blanket. Her eyes closed, her legs pulled up under her. Her arm is hanging over the side, her hand resting on Guardian’s head. The dog looks at Kristoffer as though to say, “Yeah, I agree. Take a seat, will you?”

“Sorry,” Kristoffer mutters, looking out the window. “I just have a bad feeling about this. I still think I should have gone with her.”

“Look, both her parents are there,” Aksel says, laying down a card. “And they’re both armed. I’m sure they can shoot their way out of it if anything goes awry.”

“I know, but … maybe there’s something important I forgot to tell her. About the draug, you know.”

“Kris?” Belinda’s eyes are open now. “She’s not your responsibility. This was her decision.”

Kristoffer feels heat rise to his face, and he looks back out of the window, muttering, “I guess you’re right.”

It still doesn’t mean he’ll forgive himself if Ella dies.

“Hey, Rummy!” Rosa exclaims.

“Nope, that’s a club you just put down,” Aksel says.

“Oh, darn it.” She picks the card back up. “It’s hard to see in here. Can we turn on the lights?”

“Sure,” Kristoffer says, and as he heads for the switch, it strikes him that Rosa is right; it really is dim in here. He turns on the chandelier above the coffee table, the one that his grandma liked so much, and which she took great care to dust off every Saturday when it was cleaning day. Kristoffer has tried to keep it up since her death, but obviously, he’s been neglectful this past month, and thin strings of cobwebs are already visible between the ornaments of the lamp.

As he goes back to the window, he realizes why it’s so dark: A heavy cloud cover has blocked out the blue sky. It’s happened with incredible speed.

Kristoffer leans closer to the glass and peers up. “Oh,” he gasps. “You guys need to see this …”

Aksel, Rosa and Belinda all join him by the window and look up.

“Shit,” Aksel says. “That’s not normal, is it?”

“No,” Belinda says, placing her hands on Rosa’s shoulders. “That’s not even natural.”

“It’s the draug,” Kristoffer mutters, talking mostly to himself. He stares in the direction of Helda and Halgrim’s house, even though he can’t see through the dozens of gardens separating their property from his. “Ella is facing off with it.”

Aksel seems about to say something, when a gunshot is heard. It’s far away, but definitely in town.

They all exchange wide-eyed looks.

“That was one of our guys,” Aksel says. “Right?”

“It was definitely a handgun,” Kristoffer says. “A rifle wouldn’t make that much noise. And I don’t think anybody owned a handgun around here, so yeah, I’d say it’s a pretty safe bet it was either Anne or Folmer who fired.”

“Fired at the draug,” Belinda whispers. Kristoffer can’t tell whether it’s a question or a statement.

He looks back up at the sky. The clouds are suddenly dispersing again. It happens at a much more natural pace, but they’re definitely disappearing again.

Rosa notices it too. “Could it be over?” she asks, looking from Kristoffer to her mom. “Do you guys think they shot it?”

Kristoffer looks at Aksel. Aksel seems hopeful as he shrugs. “I think it’s possible.”

“I’ll go check,” Kristoffer says, heading for the rifle on the dining table. He took it from old Sigmund’s next door. Kristoffer felt bad about breaking and entering, but Sigmund clearly wouldn’t be needing the weapon anymore; the last time he used it was on himself, painting his kitchen ceiling with the contents of his skull.

Kristoffer took great care to clean the rifle, and he tested it in the back garden. It can fire all right.

Before leaving the living room, he looks back at the others. “You guys stay here, right?”

“We will,” Aksel says. “And you be careful.”

Kristoffer nods. Then he leaves the house.
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Kjell has pulled a chair from the terrace out onto the lawn and is sitting down.

Folmer is still standing in front of him, his hands raised. Across from them lies the body of the female cop. Folmer keeps glancing over at her.

“Sorry about her,” Kjell says. “She should’ve just listened.”

Folmer sends him a look, but doesn’t say anything.

“You guys weren’t that close, were you?”

Folmer just shakes his head.

“Divorced?”

“We were never together.”

“I see. One night stand?”

Folmer doesn’t answer.

Kjell sighs, checks his watch. It’s been five minutes since the girl went into the cave. Kjell has no idea how deep it is, but he’s pretty sure there are no other exits. Still, if the girl isn’t back within another five minutes, he’s sending Folmer in after her.

“Look, we’ve got a little time to kill,” Kjell says, blowing air into his hand to keep it warm. “So we might as well make small talk. You were a guard, right?”

“I was,” Folmer says reluctantly.

“Up at the abandoned prison?”

“Yeah.”

“And you decided to quit?”

“Not exactly. The bus I was in, it crashed. No one came to help out. I was trapped for a whole day. Almost froze to death.”

“Really? So much for ‘leave no one behind,’ huh?” Kjell clicks his tongue. “I always knew this would happen. Not the fucking dead people eating us, but some kinda catastrophe that would reveal who people really are. Scared dogs, that’s all. When the gloves come off, everyone looks out for themselves and no one else.”

Folmer doesn’t answer.

“What, you don’t agree? I’m sorry, but you certainly don’t strike me as the self-sacrificing hero typa guy. More like a piss-yourself kinda guy. No offense.”

“Fuck you,” Folmer mutters.

Kjell laughs heartedly. It turns into a coughing fit. “Fuck, I think I’m getting a damn cold. Why couldn’t this shit have played out in the summer, huh?” He checks the time. Two more minutes. Still no sign of the girl. “But you know, there are other types of people, too,” Kjell goes on. “Your daughter, for instance. She seems like she’s cut from a very different cloth than you, you know?”

Folmer scowls, but doesn’t say anything.

“I don’t mean to offend you. In fact, I think you’re clever one. Bravery, altruism, empathy. Those are just concrete blocks around your feet, dragging you down. I’d take a coward over a hero any day.”

Folmer suddenly looks directly at him. “What are you, then?”

“Me?” Kjell smiles. “Oh, brother, I’m in my own category. I’m the exception that proves the rule.”

Folmer grunts.

“Don’t believe me? Tell me, what characterizes a coward? Someone’s who’s not willing to help others. That’s me. Then what characterizes a hero? Someone who’s not afraid to die. That’s me, too. Guess you could say I’ve got the best of both worlds.”

Folmer just shakes his head.

Kjell checks his watch. “Okay, time’s up. She’s not coming back. That means you’re up, buddy.”

“What?” Folmer exclaims. “No, wait …”

“Sorry, but I really need that shiny stuff in there. And since your daughter either got lost or buried down there, you’re my last hope.”

“I’m not going in there! No way!”

Kjell sighs as he gets to his feet. “I thought we were past this. Either you get your ass in that cave, or I—“

A movement from the hole.

Kjell turns his head to see the girl come back out. She looks like someone who’s been underground for a week. Her clothes are dirty, she seems paler than before, and she squints against the daylight. But under her arm is a piece of metal covered in mud.

“I’ve got something,” she says, looking at Kjell with no particular expression on her face. “It’s all I could find.” Without further instruction, she throws the lump at him.

He catches it clumsily with his free hand. It’s a lot heavier than he thought. Crouching down, he wipes it across the grass, making most of the mud come off. The thing is a goblet. It looks like something from the Viking Age. Judging by the weight alone, it’s almost certainly gold. Even if it’s not pure, it should still be worth a lot. Definitely enough to buy him a ticket to Russia.

Kjell grins at the girl. “Great job. This is perfect.”

She doesn’t answer. She just goes to her mother, kneels down, buries her face in the jacket, and begins crying.

“Well,” Kjell tells Folmer. “I guess this is goodbye. You stay here and count to five hundred before you leave. If I see you on the street too soon, I’m shooting. So count slowly.”

Folmer nods once, finally lowering his hands as Kjell backs away. Casting one last look at the girl, Kjell turns around and walks to the front of the house.
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Jogging down the street, Kristoffer keeps the rifle tight against his chest as he checks both sides continuously.

He’s pretty sure they’ve cleared Bodum of zombies by now, but that doesn’t mean a few strays couldn’t have come to the village from somewhere else. He doesn’t see anyone, though, living or dead, and within five minutes, he reaches number 11.

The MPV is parked by the curb, the engine still running, the passenger door open. No one is behind the wheel.

Just as Kristoffer is about to approach, a man comes out from the driveway. Recognizing him, he for a moment takes him to be Folmer. But then he sees who it really is, and his breath catches in his throat.

As Kjell steps onto the street, he looks to the sides, almost casually so, like he doesn’t really expect anyone to be around.

He sees Kristoffer just as Kristoffer raises the rifle. “Stop! Stay right there!”

Kjell stops. But he doesn’t look particularly afraid. He doesn’t even bother turning to face Kristoffer. Instead, he stays with his side to him. In his hand—the one that’s visible to Kristoffer—he holds what looks like a goblet. It’s covered in dirt, so it’s hard to make out. The other hand Kjell intentionally keeps hidden from view.

“Heey,” he says in his usual mock-joyful tone. “The gay guy. Kris, was it? Didn’t expect to see you again.”

“Shut up,” Kristoffer says, doing his best to keep the rifle from shaking. He’s holding it right; he’s gone hunting a few times, and he’s no stranger to firing a rifle. Still, he’s no marksman, and there are forty or so feet between him and Kjell. If Kjell suddenly makes a run for it, Kristoffer will likely miss. But he needs to act like he’s a much better shot than what’s really the case, or Kjell will have no reason to fear him. “Tell me what you’re doing here.”

“So, which one is it?” Kjell asks, tilting his head. “Do you want me to shut up or answer your question?”

“Stop fucking around,” Kristoffer snarls. “You know what I mean.”

Kjell shrugs, then holds up the goblet. “I came to get this. Since I got it, I’m leaving again. So there’s really no reason to point that rifle at me. Unless you’re still pissed at me for offing your fat boyfriend? Or are you looking to avenge Ragnar?”

“I don’t give a fuck about Ragnar,” Kristoffer says. “Who fired a gun just now?”

He glances quickly up at the house, hoping to see Anne or Folmer or Ella come around to this side, but he sees no one. He does pick up on a noise, however. It sounds like someone sobbing.

“Oh, Kris,” Kjell says overbearingly. “Never do that. Don’t take your eyes off someone you’re keeping at gunpoint. Okay? Will you promise me that? I could have shot you like three times just now.”

As though to prove his point, Kjell turns around to show the gun by his side. He doesn’t raise it or anything. He doesn’t need to. Kristoffer is pretty sure he can take a shot from the hip and still have a better chance of hitting Kristoffer than Kristoffer does if he fires the rifle. Kjell probably knows it too.

“Put … put that gun down,” Kristoffer says, his voice breaking.

“Nope,” Kjell says simply. “I’m not gonna do that, Kris. Tell you what I am gonna do. I’m gonna walk away now. I have my truck parked right around the corner. I’ll get in it, and I’ll drive away, and we’ll never see each other again. That’s how it’ll end, our little thing here. Unless, of course, you decide to do something stupid. In that case, I’ll shoot you somewhere that won’t kill you right away, but leave you hanging on for a few hours. It’s your call, my friend.” He smiles, then raises the goblet. “Cheers!” Then he simply turns his back to Kris and strolls past the MPV, whistling a casual tune.

For a brief second, Kristoffer considers taking the shot. He could probably hit Kjell. But if he misses, or if he doesn’t kill him instantly, then he’s absolutely sure Kjell will keep his promise of killing him in return.

There’s no point to it, Kristoffer decides, lowering the rifle. He probably told the truth when he said he’ll be leaving for good.

Kristoffer hears another sob from behind the house, and he runs up the pathway.
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Kjell is in an excellent mood as he returns to the truck.

Not only did he get exactly what he came for—it was way easier than he feared.

He wraps the goblet in a shirt he found in the back of the truck, and places it carefully on the passenger seat. Then he fires up the engine and drives off, darting one last look in the rear mirror. The gay dude is gone from sight.

Reaching for the backpack, he finds it empty, and he throws it behind the seat with a grunt. “Damnit. Thought I had more grub left.”

He really wanted to make a straight run for Elverum, but he’s going to need something to eat. Besides, it’s not like he’s in any kind of hurry—it’s a five-hour drive at worst, so he can comfortably afford a lunch break. Even a nap. Which, to be honest, feels like just what he needs.

The question is, does he do it here in Bodum, or does he go looking for someplace along the road? Chances of finding a suitable house somewhere out in the mountains that is abandoned, has food in store, and can be properly secured probably aren’t too great. On the other hand, there are plenty of such here in this godforsaken dump.

So, Kjell picks out a promising-looking bungalow right at the outskirts of town. It has a small, open courtyard, and he pulls into the gravel. He stuffs the goblet into his inner pocket, brings his gun, and checks the premises. Both front and back garden are clear. Only signs of fighting are a trampled bush and some footprints in a flower bed.

He peeks through every window that isn’t blocked by drapes. He can’t see anybody, living or dead. So, finally, he tries the front door. Locked. The house is situated slightly above ground, and there’s a door to the basement as well. That’s locked too, but much older and easier to break. Kjell kicks it open and enters a damp, soap-smelling laundry room. Clothes are still hanging on a drying rack. Panning his gun around, he makes sure no one’s there. He sees a bowl on the floor with the name PLYSSER on it. Could be either cat or dog. But apparently, the owner of the house was conscious enough to bring their pet along when they left, because as Kjell goes meticulously through both floors of the house, he finds neither human nor animal.

He does find a TV playing in the bedroom, and he halfway expects to see someone lying in bed, watching it. But no one’s there. They must have simply forgotten to turn it off. Kjell goes back down to the basement door and seals it firmly from the inside using an electric drill and a handful of screws from a toolbox. He secures the front door in the same manner, making sure no one will get in without a crowbar and a lot of noise.

Then, going back up to the living room, he pulls all the drapes, lights a fire in the fireplace, and goes to check the kitchen. It’s not exactly a feast that meets him—the owner clearly brought as much of the food as they could carry—but there’s enough to fill his belly for one night. Capers, mayonnaise, three stale bananas, half a bottle of olive oil, a bag of pumpkin seeds, pretzels, and a few other things. Kjell isn’t a picky eater, so he brings everything to the living room and takes a seat in the recliner in front of the crackling fire.

Whoever used to live here—likely a woman, judging by how neat everything is, and the half-done embroidery on the table next to the armchair—did the wise thing and got the hell out of dodge. Even if she’d barricaded herself in here and survived the initial wave of infection, how the hell would anybody make it here in the long run? The nearest stores were miles off, and growing stuff in the garden was only possible in the summer. Hell, even living here before the infection must have been a bother.

There’s a book in the newspaper rack about the First World War, and Kjell leafs through the pages as he eats, reading about chlorine gas and trench foot and other fun stuff the poor soldiers had to deal with.

Kjell gets up and goes for a drink of water by the sink. Then he remembers the goblet and decides to clean it up a bit. He rinses it carefully under the running tap, dabbing away the cakes of mud with a cloth, until the golden metal shines. He brings it back to the fire, turns it over, admiring it in the glow of the flames. He finds it impressive that people two thousand years ago were able to craft something like this.

He wraps the goblet back up, puts it in his inner jacket pocket, then rolls up the jacket and uses it as a pillow as he reclines the chair and puts up his feet. Then he takes his gun and places it on his chest. He’s used to sleeping in less than ideal places, and with his clothes on and firearm ready. He sleeps very lightly, and the house is very quiet, except for the low popping and sizzling from the fire, so he’ll wake up immediately if anyone comes in to try and surprise him.

Kjell closes his eyes, sighs deeply, and drifts off with a smile on his face.
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“So … now what?”

Ella looks up at the sound of Aksel’s voice. She’s surprised to find them all sitting around the dinner table. She can’t really recall how she got there, or who placed a plate full of food in front of her. It doesn’t seem like she ate any of it. It smells nice, but she has no appetite. Neither, it seems, do any of the others. Except for Guardian, who’s below the table, gorging down his meal with loud slurping noises.

Two of the chairs are empty. The one Folmer used to sit on. And the one for her mother. Ella feels her heart start to ache again. She’d managed to momentarily zone out and not think of anything. Now, the pain comes rolling back.

None of them say anything. They all look from Aksel to Ella, as though they expect her to come up with an answer.

Belinda looks over at Aksel, then says softly, “Now’s probably not the time, Axe.”

“No, I know,” Aksel says, shifting on the chair. “I don’t mean to be insensitive, it’s just … we’ve still got the draug to deal with.”

Ella is barely listening. She knows Aksel is right, of course. Her job isn’t finished. The fate of the world still rests on her. But she can’t seem to collect her thoughts.

Kristoffer puts down his knife and fork. “I think we learned something very valuable today. I’m not sure what it means, but it’s definitely something new.” He pauses briefly, seeming to think it over. Then he raises a thumb. “First off, Ella can enter the cave without the draug harming her. She could even remove a piece of the treasure.”

“Yeah, that can only be good news, right?” Aksel interjects.

“I’d say so,” Kristoffer agrees. “At the very least, it confirms our theory of Ella possessing some kind of inherent protection against the draug. I’m willing to bet everything I own that no one else would have come back out alive.” He holds up another finger. “Secondly, something seemed to make the draug change its mind. Based on what you told us, Ella …” He pauses to look at her. “And from what we saw happen to the sky,” he goes on, “it was definitely gearing up to attack, when it suddenly withdrew.”

“Did something scare it?” Rosa suggests. “Maybe it saw the sickle and got afraid?”

“That’s my guess too,” Aksel agrees. “What else would it be afraid of? Ella said it knew she was coming, and it certainly wasn’t afraid to begin with. That must mean—“

“It wasn’t the sickle,” Ella hears herself say. She’s staring at the table without seeing it. Instead, she watches the movie play out in her memory. “I dropped it when the soldier came.”

“Okay, well, maybe it was just bluffing,” Aksel suggests. “Trying to make you run. When it saw it didn’t work, it retreated.”

“No,” Ella says. “Kris is right. Something changed. The odds shifted to our favor, and the draug knew it.”

A moment of quiet around the table.

Belinda is the one to ask the question. “What do you think it was, Ella?”

Ella doesn’t hear her. She’s looking at the events in her mind, going back and forth. She feels a hand on her arm and looks at Kristoffer. His eyes are big and caring. “You okay?”

“I’m fine,” she mutters. “I’m trying to remember. So much happened at once. The soldier came. Folmer, too. I dropped the sickle. He shot my mom.” Her throat closes up, and she swallows to try and force it to open again. “And then, suddenly, the clouds were parting again. I didn’t pay attention to exactly when it happened, because of … everything that went down.”

“Okay,” Aksel says, tapping his temple. “I’ve got a theory. Assuming both Ella and Folmer have this … genetic protection … Anne didn’t. So when she died, there were only protected people around.”

“You’re forgetting Kjell,” Belinda says right away.

“Yeah, but wasn’t he standing a lot farther back?” Aksel asks, looking at Ella.

Ella shakes her head slowly. “About the same distance as Mom.”

“Damnit,” Aksel mutters. “That can’t have been it, either then.”

“And we don’t think it was the gunshot, right?” Rosa asks.

They all look at the girl.

“I mean, it was pretty loud,” Rosa goes on. “Maybe it shocked the draug.”

“That’s actually not a bad guess,” Aksel says.

“I don’t think the draug is scared of guns or loud noises,” Kristoffer says. “The cop that found me in the pantry, his gun was fired more than once inside the house. When I got out, I could clearly feel it lurking out in the hole. If anything, I think it’s aroused by any kind of disturbances.”

A moment of silence.

“Any other theories?” Aksel asks.

No one answers.

Ella gets up from her chair. “I need to lie down. I think I’m going to sleep.”

“You need anything?” Kris asks, getting up too.

“No, I’m fine,” she tells him, forcing a smile. “I’m just very tired. See you guys in the morning.”

They all nod and mutter something as Ella leaves the living room.

She goes to the room she used to share with her mom and collapses on the bed. Just before she drifts off, she opens her eyes to see her mom’s watch on the counter. Ella took it from her wrist before they buried her at the back of Kristoffer’s garden.

“I’m sorry, Mom,” Ella whispers. “I should have never asked you to come with me.”

She cries herself to sleep.
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A sudden sound wakes him up.

Kjell grabs the gun, aims it at the door to the hallway, and blinks rapidly.

The door is still closed. The living room is empty. It’s a lot darker in here than when he went to sleep, meaning at least a couple of hours have passed.

Forcing his mind and senses to wake up completely, he listens intently.

Did I dream that?

No. He’s pretty sure there really was a sound. It was a bang, fairly loud, but not loud enough to be a gunshot. More like a balloon popping.

Kjell gets to his feet, slips to the nearest window and peeks out. The back garden is dark and empty.

He glances at the fire. It’s almost burnt to embers. Could it have been the wood giving off the sound? It seems to him it came from some distance away. Like whatever caused the sound wasn’t inside the house.

He goes to the hall and listens by the front door. Nothing.

Then he leans sideways to peer out the window.

The courtyard is empty save for the truck. The streetlights are on, casting a yellowish glow onto the road. Kjell can’t see anybody out there. The closest house on the opposite side is just outside of view, but Kjell is pretty sure there are no lights in the windows over there.

Could have been the gay guy shooting an infected person. Or maybe some other lone survivor still huddled up in a house somewhere.

He decides to settle for one of those explanations. His gut still tells him it wasn’t a gunshot he heard, but he has no other qualified guess as to what could have produced such a sound.

Doesn’t really matter. It’s half past two. I should get going.

Now that he’s fully awake, he feels rested and alert. The nap had been very much needed. He’ll have no problem driving through to Elverum now.

Kjell goes to the kitchen, fills up his water bottle, puts on his jacket—checking to make sure the goblet is still there. It is. He then goes to the bathroom, takes a piss and climbs out the window. He doesn’t want to bother unscrewing the front door, and it would also cause too much noise. Better to leave quietly.

He slips across the gravel, scanning every direction. The night is eerily silent and cold as ever. His nostrils expel puffs of white smoke for each breath. He automatically checks through the window of the truck door to make sure no one’s hiding inside, waiting to surprise him. The cockpit is empty. One last glance around, and then he grabs the handle.

That’s when he finally realizes something’s wrong. The door seems to sit lower than usual. Stepping back, he realizes the vehicle is slanting to the side.

What the hell …?

His eyes fall on the front tire. It’s blown.

So that’s what caused the noise …

Kjell immediately whirls around, panning the gun in every direction. He checks under the truck too, and even on top of it.

No one is around. He really is alone in the courtyard.

His first thought is that the gay guy did this as revenge. As he returns to the flat tire, he sees a large gash in the rubber. It definitely didn’t blow open on its own. Someone drove something sharp into it.

You little prick. Oughta go find you and cut off your dick.

But honestly, Kjell doesn’t consider the guy worthy of looking for. He could have left town after doing this. Maybe he was leaving anyway, bringing the girl and Folmer, and they just happened upon Kjell’s truck on their way and decided to make life a little more difficult for him.

Luckily, it’s just a minor setback. The truck has a spare tire and the tools to change it.

He goes around to the back, and he stops as he sees the spare tire. That too, is flat. In it sits the tool the offender used to cut through the rubber.

It’s a knife.

But not just any knife.

Kjell pulls it out slowly, staring at it.

It’s unmistakable. It’s Lukas’s knife.

“I’m coming back for you.”

Kjell lets out a shivering breath. “Oh, you old warrior …”

Suddenly struck by a feeling of watched from behind, he spins around again, ready to shoot.

Still alone. Still not a sound from the quiet night. He steps out onto the road and looks at the nearby houses. All dark.

Kjell’s mind is working hard. Could it have been the gay guy? Did he take the knife from the cave instead of Ragnar? It wasn’t likely. And even if he did, would he really leave it here for Kjell to find it, knowing very well he would recognize it?

No, that was way too dramatic a gesture for the young, skinny dude. In fact, it was more than that. It was a signal. An invitation.

I hear you. You cut off your fucking leg, and you survived. Now you’re here in town somewhere. And you want me to come find you.

“Well,” Kjell whispers, putting the knife in his pocket. “Challenge accepted.”
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One of Garfield’s farts wakes her up. At least that’s what she assumes.

But as Rosa opens her eyes in the dark, she remembers that Garfield is back in Trondheim—probably sleeping soundly in a garage somewhere—and she herself is in Bodum, a small town far north.

What’s that smell?

She sniffs and tries to place it, but it has lessened somewhat. Maybe her mother farted in her sleep. Or Aksel. Rosa doesn’t know yet how Aksel’s farts smell.

She lies there on the mattress for a few minutes, listening to her mother’s soft snoring, waiting to see if she drifts off again. But that doesn’t happen. It’s like her body just decides it’s had enough sleep for now. Instead, she feels the need to pee coming on.

Sitting up, she can make out her mother in the bed. She’s lying with an arm over Aksel’s chest, breathing into the side of his neck. Aksel is sleeping too, his head tilted back, his mouth slightly open.

Rosa is pleased that her mom and Aksel are dating—if that’s even the right word any more. It’s not like they’ll be going to restaurants together or the movies or anything like that. Now that everything has changed, Rosa figures the best two people who fall in love can hope for is that none of them get eaten alive by the zombies. Which, come to think of it, is actually not a bad criterion of success. It kind of raises the bar.

She recalls all too well how her mother would sabotage her relationships due to some minor thing. That they didn’t text her back fast enough. That they left the towel on the floor after a shower. That they mentioned their ex-girlfriend’s name. There was even one guy she broke up with because he cheated on her in a dream. Rosa remembers her arguing with him over the phone, saying something like how she just couldn’t trust him anymore.

That’s when Rosa realized her mom probably had trust issues. That it might not be the best of guys she picked up, but it also wasn’t always their fault when the relationship ended.

Linus was a decent guy. Probably the best of them.

Until Aksel, that is. Rosa likes him. A lot. He’s brave, thoughtful and funny. She can definitely tell what her mother sees in him. Had Rosa been ten years older, she might have been interested in Aksel herself. But she’s not attracted to him in that way; she sees him more like an older brother. A great friend.

Now that she’s even more awake, Rosa really needs to pee. She gets up and slips to the door. Just as her fingers find the key, she hesitates. The smell is back. Really, “stench” is a better word. It’s not just a fart. It’s rancid. Like something rotten.

Leaning closer to the door, Rosa sniffs a couple of times, and almost bursts out coughing. She slaps a hand over her nose, pinching the nostrils shut.

What is that? Did a zombie make it into the house?

No. For one thing, if a zombie was right outside the door, it would be clawing away at it, trying to get in—and Rosa can’t hear anything from the hallway. For another, the stench is worse than the dead people. Older. More decayed. And it’s mixed with something moist, earthy, moldy. Like how you’d expect a corpse to smell if it had been buried for decades.

Rosa carefully takes out the key, then crouches down and peeks through the keyhole. Still holding her nose, she almost tastes the stench now. She sees nothing in the dark hallway, except for the dresser and the mirror on the wall. But other than that—

Rosa’s heart almost stops as something moves in the mirror. The thing—whatever the hell it is—was standing right there the whole time. Like it was waiting, listening. It blended in with the shadows, and it’s only as it walks that Rosa sees it.

It’s only a brief glimpse. Then it’s out of view, trudging down the hallway. Despite its size, it seems to tread lightly, because Rosa can barely hear the footsteps.

Rosa turns around, walks to the bed on stiff legs, grabs Aksel’s arm and pinches him hard.

“Ouch!” he grunts, lifting his head to look at her. “Rosa? What the hell …?”

“It’s here,” she whispers, not blinking. “It’s in the house …”
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She’s back in time. Trapped in that awful moment.

This time, she knows what’s going to happen. But she can do nothing to prevent it.

The lawn seems much bigger. Like a soccer field. Her mom is very far away. The soldier, the psycho, on the other hand, is standing way too close. He’s smiling at Ella. That horrible grimace meant to mimic how people look when they’re happy, but really, it just makes him look even more dead inside.

“Please don’t shoot,” Ella pleads with him, knowing it’ll make no difference.

The soldier doesn’t reply, and he doesn’t answer her prayer, either. He turns the gun on her mother and fires a series of bullets.

Weirdly, Ella not only sees each of them leave the gun—she’s also able to trace them with her eyes as they soar through the air, headed for her mother, and she realizes everything is suddenly playing out in slow motion.

She looks at her mother, who’s still in harm’s way, but now she’s smiling at Ella, and her smile is warm, genuine, full of love. It’s telling her that everything will be okay, even though Ella knows it won’t.

“Get out of the way, Mom!”

Her mother blinks, but doesn’t move.

Ella takes off running. She wants to reach her mother before the bullets, but her legs aren’t cooperating. She looks down and sees herself suspended just three inches over the grass.

“Come on!” she screams at her feet. “Get back on the ground!”

She flails her arms, stretches her legs, but it’s no use. She’s caught by invisible threads, and she can’t go anywhere. She can just hang there and watch as the deadly bullets get closer to her mom, who’s still smiling reassuringly at Ella.

“Please, Mom,” she whispers. “Help me. I’m at a loss.”

“No,” her mother says calmly. “You’re not.”

“But I don’t know what to do.”

“You know everything you need to know, Ella. You know the truth. And you know what they say about the truth, right?”

Ella shakes her head. “No, I don’t.”

Her mother closes her eyes, and her smile grows even wider. Then, just before the bullets reach her, she says, “It’ll set you free.”

“No, Mom! Please! Get out of the way! I’m begging you!”

But her mother doesn’t move. The bullets burrow into her chest, her throat, abdomen. The impact doesn’t throw her back like it really happened. It’s more like the bullets pass right through her body, and she simply vaporizes, disappearing into thin air right in front of Ella’s eyes.

Ella screams and cries as she sees her mom dissipating. She looks around the garden for someone—anyone—to help her. But there is nobody there. Not Aksel, not Kris, not her father. Not even the soldier. Ella is completely alone, and suddenly, darkness has descended, and it’s the middle of the night, the stars are shining, and in the freezing air, she picks up an awful smell. It’s like rotten flesh mixed with moldy dirt, and she turns towards the hill.

A huge figure glides out of the opening, and Ella feels every step like a tiny earthquake, even though she’s still suspended in midair. The stench grows heavy and almost makes her retch. The draug is mostly hidden in the darkness, but she can make out the tall, broad outline of it, and its black, shining eyes are staring right at her. It comes closer until it’s standing only a few yards away. It looms over her, blocking out the starlight, and she can hear it breathe in long, rattling wheezes.

“What do you want?” Ella croaks. “Just tell me. What do you want?”

The draug blinks, huffs and then turns around and lumbers back inside its cave.

“Tell me!” Ella screams after it. “Tell me what to do! Tell me what you want! Tell me—“

She sits up in bed as the dream is cut abruptly by the sound of the door closing.

Ella blinks and gasps and looks around. “Tell me what do to,” she whispers, panting, not sure who she’s talking to or what the question even means. Everything is spinning. Her mind grasps for a foothold, trying to determine what’s real and what isn’t. For a few, strange seconds, dream and reality blend into an uncertain mixture, and she looks at the place where the draug was just standing, expecting to see it still looming over her.

It’s gone, though. She’s alone in the bedroom. The starlight is coming in from through the thin drapes, and there’s no huge figure in front of it. The door is closed, and the house is quiet.

Except not completely quiet. Outside, a bird is chattering. It sounds agitated. Like someone disturbed it. Ella swings aside the duvet and gets to her feet. On legs still numb and shaking, she walks to the window and pulls the drapes aside. The moon is shining down over Kristoffer’s garden. In a leafless tree sits a magpie. It’s squawking repeatedly, and it looks like it’s following something with its eyes that’s just outside of Ella’s view. She leans closer and tries to see.

She gasps as she catches sight of a huge, dark figure just before it pushes through the hedge and disappears from sight.

Was it really here? No. That wasn’t real. I’m still dreaming.

Ella steps back, and her foot lands in something cold and soft.

She looks down and sees cakes of mud strewn all over the floor.

“Oh, jeez,” she breathes, blinking rapidly, as though wanting the sight of the mud to go away. It doesn’t. And she no longer feels like she’s sleeping.

Footsteps come running to the door, and it’s flung open.

Aksel bursts into the room. He’s holding the golf club and headed for the bed, but stops in his tracks as he sees her by the window. “Oh, thank God! I thought it’d killed you …”

“Was it … was it really here?” Ella hears herself ask. “I thought I was dreaming.”

“You weren’t dreaming,” Aksel says grimly. “It was here all right. It ripped open the back door like it was made of fucking cardboard. It left mud all over the hallway.”

“Jesus,” Ella breathes.

“Did it harm you? Did it do anything to you?”

“No. It just … stared at me, I guess.”

“But why did it come? What did it want?”

“I don’t … I don’t know …” The words trail off as an idea comes to her. “I think I know.” She looks at Aksel. “I think it came for the goblet. I think it thought I still had it.”

Aksel shakes his head. He’s out of breath with excitement. “Okay, look, it doesn’t fucking matter. What matters is, this is our chance!”

Ella frowns. “How so?”

He gestures wildly towards the window. “It’s out there. It’s left its cave. We can kill it!”
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As he slips through the gardens, passing one hedge after another, checking every house on his way, Kjell feels more and more excited. For every residence he rules out, he’s one step closer to finding Ragnar’s.

He’s not sure exactly what he’s looking for, but he knows he’ll know once he sees it.

And he does.

Suddenly, he finds himself in a garden that isn’t as much a garden as an arsenal. A chicken coop, a windmill, a large shed made of bricks with a fortified door. Neat rows of winter vegetables, three greenhouses ready for spring, a four-wheeler covered by a tarp, and a hatch in the ground, probably leading to either a secure bunker or a place to store food long-term.

Gotcha, Kjell thinks, moving behind the shed. He listens, but hears nothing. He doubts Ragnar is in there. Even if he is, Kjell can’t break down the door without losing his element of surprise. He goes instead to the hatch. It’s secured with a heavy padlock. Unless Ragnar had someone lock the hatch behind him, he’s not down there, either.

Kjell’s instincts tell him Ragnar is inside the house. Having only one leg, he’s obviously rather restricted in where he can go. He must also be very weak and in great pain. So, hopping around the garden is probably not how he’s spending his energy resources.

Yet he did manage to go ten houses down the road, puncture two tires, and probably made it back here. So Ragnar is clearly not as disabled as any normal person would be only days after having half a leg amputated.

“You’re one tough old bastard,” Kjell whispers under his breath. “But I knew that already.”

Of course, Kjell should have shot Ragnar when he had the chance. It was a stupid move, leaving him to die of the infection. But honestly, Kjell hadn’t even considered that Ragnar would make it out of there alive. He underestimated the old warrior. He’s not doing that again. Which is why before he went searching for Ragnar, he went inside the truck, put on the bulletproof vest, stuck a combat knife in his boot, another in his sleeve, a small gun tucked down the back of his neck, and several other hidden surprises. Even if Ragnar manages to get a jump on him, Kjell has a fairly good chance of—if not getting out of it alive—at the very least taking the old guy down with him.

Kjell moves along the hedge to the house and checks the side and front first. The windows are blocked, and the front door is locked. Kjell doesn’t need to check to know that. There’s a brass sign saying, “R. Johansen.” And right next to it, a paper taped to the door with two handwritten words on it.

IT’S OPEN

Kjell squints and instinctively glances up. Under the overhang sits a camera, pointed right at him.

Kjell grins.

Then he turns the handle, shoves open the door, and immediately steps aside.

The door swings open and, meeting no resistance, it bumps into the wall.

Kjell waits for several seconds before he chances a peek inside.

The entrance hall is empty. The door leading to the next room is closed. He can feel the heat seeping out.

He already knows I’m here. He’s probably watching me right now. He’s underground, or in a secured room somewhere.

“This thing picking up sound as well?” Kjell asks, addressing the camera. “If not, then read my lips, old warrior. You see this?” Kjell holds up the grenade. He pulls the ring and pins the lever firmly in place. “I’m coming in now. And I’m bringing this, so please, no surprises, or we’ll both end up as toast. I just wanna talk, all right?”

An obvious lie. But the threat is real. At least to some degree. The device is made to look like a proper pineapple grenade, the kind used by Norwegian military, but really, it’s only a stun grenade. When Kjell releases the pin, it won’t explode, but give off a deafening bang along with a blinding flash.

Holding the grenade in front of him, he steps inside.

The entrance hall is more like a scullery. It looks like any other. Tile floor. Boots, wellies and even trainers lined up neatly under an array of different jackets. There’s a counter with a sink and a washing machine below it, a mirror on the wall, and a cupboard. The latter is tall enough to hide a grown man. It’s too obvious a hiding place, but Kjell isn’t taking any chances. It may look like a cupboard, but it could be a secret door. He wouldn’t put it past the old warrior to conceive such a contraption.

So, he goes and opens it carefully. It is just a cupboard, filled with cleaning articles.

Kjell closes it again, then looks at the counter. Beside the washing machine is a curtain. Kjell pulls it aside, seeing only a small grate in the floor along with some water pipes from the sink and a mouse trap. A sudden idea makes Kjell open the washing machine. That too could potentially be a hidden door—although less likely. It’s just a washing machine.

Kjell straightens back up. He notices the camera in the corner, and he holds up the grenade. “Remember, old warrior. No surprise shots, or we go boom-boom. I’m coming into the next room now.”

“No need.”

Kjell was already headed for the door, when Ragnar’s voice comes from behind. Kjell whirls around and takes aim in one, fluent motion. He points the gun at the front door, then at the cupboard, then at the counter, not seeing Ragnar anywhere. Then, finally, he notices the place in the wall where the mirror was. It’s still there, but now it’s swung open to reveal a doorway just wide enough that someone could climb through it.

Ragnar is peering out at him. One hand holds the door, one hand holds a gun. It looks like Ragnar is sitting down. He’s paler and thinner than Kjell remembers, or maybe that’s due to the darkness around him. His grey eyes are still very much alive.

“Third time’s the charm,” Ragnar says. “Should’ve checked the mirror.”

Kjell doesn’t lower his gun. “Well,” he says, breaking into a wide smile. “Looks like we’re getting that duel after all, huh?”

“Guess we do. Couldn’t believe my luck when I saw your truck.”

Kjell nods at the wall surrounding Ragnar. “Some room you got in there. That wall looks awfully thick.”

“Ten inches of concrete. Your little firecracker there won’t do any good.”

“Not unless I throw it in there with you before you can close the door.”

“Using your left hand? That’d be quite the feat to pull off.”

“I’m a great thrower.”

“Or a great bluffer.”

Kjell can’t help it. He laughs out loud and lowers his gun. “Goddamnit, Ragnar … I really, really like you. Honestly, it makes me happy to see you alive.”

“I don’t doubt that.”

“You and me could have taken on the world together. I really mean that. Remember I told you I wished I could’ve taken you with me? That offer still stands. Even now, you’re still tougher than most of the assholes out there with two legs. If we call it quits, I’d be happy to take you with me to Russia.”

“I’m not going anywhere.”

“You sure? You really want to stick around this godforsaken place? Freeze in the winter, bore yourself to death in the summer?”

“I’ve got everything I need.”

“But for how long? Sure, you can make food in your little garden out there. What about bullets? Medicine? Gas? What happens when you run out?”

“I’ll manage. Thanks for stopping by, Kjell.”

“Hold on now. Hear me out. Then, if you’re still not convinced, you can gun me down. Sound fair?”

Ragnar adjusts his grip on the gun and blinks one eye. It looks to Kjell like he’s sweating and shaking a little.

He’s in pain. He’s exhausted. His reflexes aren’t good. I can get out of this alive.

“Look, I’m putting this down,” Kjell says, holding out the gun with no finger on the trigger. He takes two steps over to the counter and places it down gently. Then he steps away again. “And I’m gonna take out something from my inner pocket. It’s not a weapon. I give you my word.”

“Your word isn’t worth anything to me,” Ragnar snarls.

“Then shoot me,” Kjell says bluntly. He slowly zips down the jacket. Reaching inside, he takes the goblet and pulls it out.

Ragnar’s eyes follow Kjell’s hand every inch of the way. They grow briefly wider at the sight of the goblet. “What’s that?”

“Pure gold. Worth a quarter million kroner, based on the current rates. But with society going down the drain, I think the prices just sky-rocketed. I think this little thing can buy us pretty much whatever the hell we fancy. And I know where there’s more.”

Ragnar looks mildly interested. He’s shaking even more now. Sweat is rolling down his cheeks like tears. Clearly, it’s an effort for him just holding the hatch and the gun.

“Think about it,” Kjell goes on, smiling casually as he talks. But on the inside, he’s tense and ready. Ragnar’s focus is slipping. Any second now, Kjell will release the grenade. The surprise of it going off should give just enough time to cross the floor and rip the gun from Ragnar. “In whatever world we’re about to face, money will mean jack shit. Gold, on the other hand, that’ll never go out of style.”

Ragnar blinks again and blows away sweat from his brow. Then he shakes his head. “You called me a real talker. Remember that? Well, now it’s you doing the talking. And all I hear is bullshit. So you can take your fucking gold and bring it to hell with you. That’s where you’re going …”

Ragnar flinches as he evidently feels a flash of pain. Kjell knows this is it. Ragnar will shoot him. He probably figured out about the vest, too, so he’ll aim for the head. Kjell gets ready, acting as relaxed as he can, even though his pulse is spiking.

“But, look,” Ragnar goes on, visibly fighting to hold up the gun now. “I’ll extend you the same courtesy you showed me. Any last words?”

Kjell shrugs, puts the goblet back inside his pocket, and as he does, he releases the pin and starts counting internally. Normally, military stun grenades go off after one or two seconds. This one has a longer delay; exactly five seconds. Ragnar doesn’t notice the pin being released.

One …

“No last words,” Kjell smiles. “Thanks for asking, though.”

Two …

“Very well. Goodbye, then.”

Ragnar closes one eye and takes aim at Kjell’s face.

Three … Fuck, I released it too late …

Then, Ragnar’s attention is caught by something else. He glances sideways at something Kjell can’t see. Judging by a faint, greyish glow fitting his face, Kjell assumes it’s a monitor. Ragnar’s eyes grow big, his forehead wrinkles up. “What the hell …?”

Kjell drops the grenade exactly at the count of five. Just as it leaves his hand, it goes off. Kjell closes his eyes as he leaps forward. The sound of the grenade wipes out his hearing, but his eyelids spare him of most of the flash, and he ducks down as Ragnar gives off a roar and starts firing. Kjell feels the bullets rush by right over his head. Then he comes up from below and grabs Ragnar’s wrist.
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Aksel runs through the basement and finds the bag and the tank where he left them.

Thank fucking God I prepared this already …

He grabs the tank and unscrews the cap with shaking hands. The bag is already open. It’s one of those nylon bags with a string at the opening that can be tightened. Almost like one of those you use for sleeping bags. Except this one is bigger, and it’s not a sleeping bag Aksel stuffed inside it—it may feel like that if someone were to grab it. But that’s just old blankets and newspaper. In the middle is something heavier and deadlier.

Aksel tilts the can and pours the gasoline straight into the bag. The fabric and the newspapers immediately soak it up. When the entire gallon is gone, Aksel drops the can, pulls the string taut and whips a quick knot. Then he hoists the bag onto his shoulder. It reeks of gas, and it’s even heavier now, but it seems the bag is waterproof, because none of the fuel is coming through.

He runs out the door and climbs the stairs in three long paces. He almost bumps into Ella. She’s standing there, wearing nothing but the jacket and boots, her hair still messy from sleeping, her eyes big and solemn.

“You sure about this, Axe?”

“Sure as anything. Come on, we need to hurry.”

“I just … I’m not convinced this is the right way.”

Aksel is already headed for the street. He turns to look back at her. “No, me neither. But I have no better idea. Do you?”

“No,” Ella admits, biting her lip. “But …”

“You already tried facing it down, and it just ran. Well, it’s not gonna run from this.” He pats the bag on his shoulder.

“I just think it’ll see right through it,” Ella says.

“Maybe,” Aksel concedes, shifting in place. “Look, I know it’s a haphazard plan, but there’s a chance it’ll work. I’m going over there, with or without you. No pressure. You’ve been through a lot. But you’re the only one who can stall it long enough without the risk of it killing you.”

Ella seems to consider. Aksel feels like spinning around and bolting. He’s all too aware of precious seconds ticking away while they stand around here. He already let Ella in on his plan earlier—although he could tell she was barely listening and not exactly a fan of what he laid out—so it annoys him that he needs to go over everything again.

“It’s only, like, ten seconds,” he tells her. “Just keep it back long enough for me to strike the match. Then you can—“

“I’m not scared, Axe,” Ella says, her eyes suddenly more alive. “I just think this could make it worse.”

“Or it could make it better! It could blow the fucking head off that thing and break the curse!” He forces himself to stop shouting. “We need to try something, Ella. I’m going stir-crazy sitting on my hands, knowing the world is falling apart.“ He licks his lips. “If I’m wrong, I’ll live with the consequences. Because I know at least I gave it a fucking shot.”

Ella still looks undecided. Aksel is just about to tell her he’s leaving, when Kristoffer’s voice comes from the house: “I’m going with you, Ella.”

They both turn their heads to see the skinny guy standing there, all dressed, holding Anne’s gun.

He comes over and hands Ella a pair of gloves, a scarf and a beanie. “Put these on. You’re already shivering.”

She takes the clothes with a grateful smile and puts them on.

“Great,” Aksel says. “Let’s—oh, shit. Almost forgot.” He plunges his hand into his pocket and takes out the lighters. “Here. One for each. In case it kills me first.”

Kris and Ella both take a lighter.

“Now, let’s get moving,” Aksel says, adjusting the bag. It’s getting heavy.

A bark from the house. Aksel turns to see Guardian by the open front door. Belinda is holding him by his collar, hindering him from running to Aksel. Next to her, on the steps, is Rosa, her face pale in the darkness.

“Are you guys really going?” Belinda asks.

“Yeah,” Aksel says. “You stay here. The dog too. He’ll keep you guys safe if we … while we’re gone.” What he almost said was, “if we don’t come back,” but he managed to change it at the last second.

He can tell Belinda caught it, though. Her expression is grave and anxious as she looks from him to Ella to Kristoffer and back to Aksel. “You guys be careful, all right?”

“We will,” Kristoffer promises her. “If anything happens, we’ll run.”

Belinda nods, not taking her eyes off of Aksel. “I love you,” she says.

She speaks it so softly, the words almost don’t reach him. When he realizes what she said, he hesitates. “I … love you too. Same to you, Rosa. You girls take care, okay?”

His throat is turning tight, and he gets the clear feeling they’re all saying goodbye. That everyone knows this is a suicide mission and that none of them will return alive.

As though to confirm this, Guardian pulls free from Belinda and runs to Aksel. “You too, boy,” he says, smiling as the dog presses up against him, almost causing him to stumble. “But you need to stay here. Go home, boy. Go home!”

Guardian doesn’t seem to approve, but he slinks back towards the house. So as to not make it any harder, without another word, Aksel turns and marches towards the street.

He can hear Ella and Kristoffer follow him.

Guardian barks once more, then the front door is closed.

Aksel walks onto Gamlagata and turns right. He keeps a brisk pace, and he’s almost three houses down when Kristoffer and Ella catch up with him. He glances sideways and notices they’re holding hands.

“Well,” Aksel says, “this is us facing the clown, right?”

Kristoffer sends him an uncertain look. “I guess.”

“Not exactly how you envisioned it?”

“No.”

“Remind me, how did they do it in the movie?”

Kristoffer shakes his head. “I can’t remember. But in the book, they killed it with love.”

“Wha’?” Aksel exclaims, almost stopping. “That can’t be right. You remember it wrong.”

“Nope, I remember it exactly how it was written. I mean, they destroyed the eggs and its heart and fought with it. But it was their love for each other that did the trick.”

“Damn,” Aksel mutters. “Well, this isn’t a book. And I’d much rather pin my faith on this puppy.” He slaps the bag. “I’m pretty sure it’ll do more damage to that fucking beast than our warm feelings.”

Kristoffer sends him a look but doesn’t reply.
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The pain is killing him. He’s sweating buckets. He’s pretty sure one or two of the stitches have come undone, because he can smell his own blood from below. He feels like passing out. The exertion is too much, and he needs to cut it short.

He’s about to end the conversation by blowing Kjell’s head off, when the monitor on the wall lights up. It only does when it’s caught a movement. It’s pretty sensitive and will react to stray cats or a bird flying by.

But Ragnar can immediately tell it’s not a false alarm. A figure—that’s the only word his mind can come up with—is coming up the pathway, approaching the still-open front door. It’s not a man, even though it vaguely resembles one. But for one thing, it’s way too big. And the way it moves—it’s like it’s gliding across the ground, every step of the unnaturally long legs spanning five feet or so.

“What the hell …?” Ragnar hears himself croak.

Then, out of nowhere, his vision and hearing are blown away at once. Ragnar’s first thought is that Kjell shot him. He should’ve never looked away, even for a split-second.

But then he realizes he can still feel the pain from his leg.

It was a flash grenade. Sneaky bastard.

He starts firing at the place Kjell was just standing. He still can’t see, and his hearing is nothing more than a buzzing, so he has no idea whether he hits Kjell or not.

Evidently not, because someone grabs Ragnar’s wrist and forces it sideways. He tries to pull his arm back, tries to close the hatch, but he’s too weak, and Kjell moves too fast. He rips the gun from him and opens the hatch again.

Ragnar blinks and tries hard to see. His eyes hurt, and he still can’t make out much more than a black-and-white negative of his surroundings. It’s enough to see Kjell standing right in front of the opening, though. He’s grinning. Ragnar’s own gun is pointed right at his face.

You old moron. Fool me twice …

Kjell says something. It sounds to Ragnar like he’s several feet below water. He blinks again, forcing his eyes to focus. Clearly, Ragnar shouldn’t be able to see yet, but the fact that he was looking away when the grenade went off probably spared some of his vision. Which is why he can make out the figure stepping through the door right behind Kjell.

“Behind you,” Ragnar says. He’s not sure the words come out right. He doesn’t care, either. At that moment, he doesn’t give a damn about Kjell or the gun. All he can do is stare at the creature coming closer, towering over Kjell.

A foul stench reaches Ragnar’s nose, and it’s probably what alerts Kjell to the intruder, too. Either that, or he can feel the impact of the creature’s steps—Ragnar can, even inside the secure room and up through the wheelchair.

Finally, Kjell turns around. He gives off what sounds like a shriek, and then he starts firing.

The scullery has been mercifully dark until the gun goes off. For every flash, Ragnar catches sight of the gruesome face—if that’s even the right word. Most of the skin, flesh and tendons are gone. They’ve rotted away, leaving only dark patches mixed with cakes of mud and maggots. The eyeballs, amazingly, are still there, even though they’re more like black holes.

The creature isn’t hurt by the bullets piercing it—in fact, it hardly seems bothered by them. It simply comes closer and reaches out an oversized hand. Kjell tries to get away. Ragnar is surprised the guy is even able to act. There’s nowhere to run, though, and the creature grabs him by the upper arm. Kjell shouts again, and, dropping the now empty gun, he yanks out a knife from somewhere and begins stabbing the creature’s arm.

Again, the creature doesn’t care. It rips open Kjell’s jacket, and, with surprising care, pulls out the goblet. Raising it to its face, it stares at the gold, and Ragnar will later come to swear to himself that he saw the creature smile.

Then it turns its attention back to Kjell, who’s still pulling to get free and slashing away at his opponent. The creature gives off what sounds like a groan of disapproval. The noise is so deep, Ragnar feels it more than he hears it.

Then it lifts Kjell clean off the floor like he was a doll, leans forward, opens its mouth and bites off his arm. Kjell screams as his limb drops to the floor, the hand still clutching the knife. The creature—both its hands preoccupied—proceeds to kill Kjell only using its mouth. It bites his shoulder, his torso, his ribs, his neck. Ragnar is grateful he can’t hear the flesh tearing or the bones breaking. He can hear Kjell scream, though. The sound grows gradually lower as Kjell quite literally is chewed to pieces. Finally, he’s reduced to a ragged bag of meat hanging from his one remaining arm, blood gushing to the floor.

The creature drops him, and, in an awfully human manner, wipes its mouth with the back of its hand. It raises the goblet again, as though to make sure it’s intact. Then it looks straight down at Ragnar.

Ragnar should shut the door. He should flee down into the bunker. He should do anything but sit here and stare at the creature. But he can’t.

The creature gives off a wet huff, as though saying, “Don’t bother. I’m not here for you.”

Then it turns around, and, in three long paces, walks back out of the house.
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She sits up with a jerk, a scream lodged in her throat. She’s not in her bed, which confuses her even more. Instead, she finds herself in the back of a moving car. Music is playing, it’s dark outside, and it looks like they’re out in the country somewhere.

“Another nightmare?”

Marit stares up into the mirror and sees a chubby, friendly face she recognizes. Ulrik Bakstrup—better known as Baxter—the school’s biggest loser, is smiling at her.

“Yeah,” Marit grunts, rubbing her eye. “I dreamed about my parents again.”

“Sorry about what happened to them,” Baxter says. “When this is all over, you should definitely consider therapy.”

Marit scoffs. “Right. Like this is gonna blow over.” She climbs to the passenger seat and slumps down with a sigh.

“Of course it will,” Baxter insists. “My dad is with the home guard. He said they were seeing progress in Oslo already. He figured a few more weeks, and they’ll even have a vaccine.”

Marit glances at him. Your dad is as thick as you, she thinks. Seriously, how did he survive when my dad didn’t? She doesn’t say anything. She doesn’t want to insult Baxter. As much as she despises him, he’s the only one she’s got left. He was literally the last guy in her address book—in fact, she only kept his number because he’s old enough to buy her liquor.

“Can we please listen to something else?” she asks, turning the knob on the radio. “This horrible music is getting on my nerves …”

“It’s the only channel not talking about the pandemic,” Baxter warns her.

Marit has already tuned into the next channel—and just like Baxter said, it’s a woman talking in a tone just below panic about how Russia and China and Pakistan just signed an emergency treaty in which they’ve sworn to defend each other’s borders against the infection, using every asset at their disposable.

“Is she … is she talking about nuclear weapons?” Marit mutters.

Baxter nods and sends her a wide-eyed look. “That’s why I didn’t want to listen. They’re only talking about all the bad stuff that can happen.”

Marit switches channels a few times.

“… number of infected people in Norway now estimated to have reached as high as three million people, with the surrounding countries of Sweden, Finland and Denmark not far behind. The total number of infected Europeans is expected to surpass fifteen million before tomorrow, and official reports indicate—“

“… with the American president set to make an announcement shortly, the other leaders of NATO hold their breath. Whatever the United States decides to do might well determine the fate of Europe, and Miko, you’re our expert in US policy, and you don’t think we’ve got reason to be optimistic—can you explain to our listeners why that—“

“… debate keeps going about whether the infected people are technically still alive. The representative of the Mayo Clinic stated earlier today that their latest tests revealed some … quote ‘impossible findings’ … and she argued medical treatment might not be the right—“

“Jesus,” Marit sighs, turning off the radio.

“I know,” Baxter says, nodding emphatically, causing his double-chin to jitter. “That’s why I didn’t want to listen anymore.”

“I’m starving,” Marit says. “Where are we?”

“Just passed Lilyhammer.”

“Is there anything left to eat?” She knows the answer already.

Baxter shakes his head solemnly. “I stopped at a gas station while you slept. They said credit cards were no longer accepted, so I couldn’t really buy more gas. I was gonna get us some snacks, too, but they didn’t have anything left, anyway. Except for toothpaste and washer fluid.”

“But your dad’s cabin, it’s got food, right?

Baxter shrugs. “Yeah, about that … My brother texted me an hour ago. He said, uhm … he’d been to the cabin earlier today, and … well, he took it all.”

“What? Why would he do that?”

“He’s got kids. He had to.”

“What about us then?”

“I don’t know, I … I guess we’ll have to … I don’t know, Marit.”

“For fuck’s sake,” Marit hisses. “This is just fucking perfect. You said the cabin was safe and had food enough for weeks.”

“I know, I’m sorry!”

“We can’t live off of snow, Baxter. What are we gonna do?”

Baxter takes one hand off the steering wheel to run it through his greasy hair. He doesn’t say anything.

“Well, can we go where your brother is?” Marit suggests.

“They left for Iceland. He knew a guy who’s been sailing people across ever since this thing started.”

“Fine, we’ll go to Iceland too, then. Is it safe over there?”

“I don’t know, but … they left from Bergen … that’s, like, nine hours from here. And I don’t even know if the guy will take us.”

Marit groans and leans back her head. “Should’ve stayed with Ella,” she mutters.

“What’s that?”

Marit doesn’t answer. She takes out her phone to call Ella. She knows her cousin is probably pissed at her for leaving Hagos in the lurch, but she can probably talk her into helping her out. Marit is good at playing the victim card, and it’s gotten her this far.

Thinking about what exactly she’s going to say, she sees the tiny blue dot next to Ella’s name which indicates her phone is close enough to transfer data. The girls used the function the first night Ella spent at their house to exchange pictures and songs. Ever since Marit left Mo, the dot had been red, because they were too far apart. But now …

Marit taps Ella’s name and goes to the file share app. It says Ella is no longer online, but the last time she was is less than twenty-four hours ago, at a place just outside of Lilyhammer.

“Listen,” Marit says. “My cousin, she’s very close. Ten miles or something. I wanna go there. I want you to drop me off.”

Baxter looks at her with surprise. “You sure?”

“Absolutely. She’s a survivor …” Unlike you, Marit adds internally. “She’ll know what to do. I’m sure she found someplace safe and that she’s got food.”

“Well, that sounds great,” Baxter says. “Can I come?”

Marit hesitates. “Sure,” she says, not looking at him. “I mean, it’ll be Ella’s call, of course, but I’m sure she won’t mind.”

The truth is, she’s not even sure Ella will allow Marit to stay. If not, then Marit still has Baxter—as useless as he is. If Ella accepts Marit, then Marit can always tell her that Baxter is no good and that they should ditch him.

Baxter smiles. “Okay. Tell me where to go.”

Marit reads out the address her phone registered Ella at, and Baxter types it in to his GPS. He then turns the car around and heads back towards Lilyhammer.
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The moment they step onto Helda and Halgrim’s property, Kris can tell the draug isn’t there.

It’s like the air is softer somehow. The night feels friendlier. As though everything in the garden has drawn a sigh of relief at the ancient evil up and leaving.

Kristoffer knows it’s a brief respite. He knows they have a tight deadline. That the draug will return the moment it has retrieved the goblet.

Why it waited so long to come out of hiding to get the stolen goods, Kristoffer isn’t sure. But it seems to have happened exactly like it did in Halgrim’s diary; when the brooch was removed from the grave sometime during the day, the draug didn’t appear until nighttime. Maybe it preferred to move outside the grave when it was dark?

Whatever the case, Kristoffer is pretty sure Kjell is long gone by now. If he was still planning on going to Russia, he could even be on a plane. How the draug would get to him and retake the goblet from him, Kristoffer has no idea. But he knows it won’t stop until it gets what it’s after. It’s bound be its ancient duty, which it clearly still upholds. If it had to, it would probably utilize its supernatural powers, which meant that distance wasn’t necessarily an issue, and that it could be a matter of minutes before it returns to the grave.

“Right, you guys stay here,” Aksel instructs, pointing at a spot on the lawn. “I’ll plant the bomb, and you keep watch. The second you see or hear it, call out the signal, so I can light it up.”

Kristoffer nods, and Aksel runs to the grave. Ella squeezes his hand a little tighter, and Kristoffer glances sideways at her. He expects to meet her eyes, but Ella is staring at the grass.

“It was here,” she whispers. “She stood right here when he shot her.”

“I’m sorry,” Kristoffer tells her for the umpteenth time. “I should have gone with you. If I’d just shown up earlier, then maybe—“

“You couldn’t have done anything to change it,” Ella says firmly. “He would just have shot you too.”

“You’re probably right,” Kristoffer mutters. “Still, I wish we’d done something different …”

“I have the same feeling right now,” Ella says, looking over at Aksel.

Kristoffer follows her gaze and sees Aksel on top of the grave. He’s put the bag down and is digging eagerly in the soft soil with his hands.

“You don’t think this will work,” Kristoffer says. It’s not a question, and Ella doesn’t answer. “I wish we had a playbook.”

“Me too,” she says quietly. “And I wish my parents were here.” She looks him in the eye. “Maybe that was what did it, you know? Maybe Aksel was on to something. Two protected people, maybe that’s too much for the draug.”

Kristoffer considers this. “Maybe,” he says. “But I don’t think so.”

She looks at him, mild surprise in her eyes.

“I don’t think you need him, Ella,” Kristoffer says, shrugging. “I don’t think you ever did. You don’t need me, either. Or your mother, may she rest in peace. You’re way braver than all of us. And you already have what it takes.” He smiles, even though his cheeks are frozen. “If you hadn’t, you wouldn’t have made it this far.”

She looks at him for a long time. Then she leans closer, and Kristoffer takes it to mean she’s about to whisper something she doesn’t want Aksel to hear, so he lowers his head for her to come closer to his ear. Instead, Ella reaches up and places a kiss on his mouth. It’s surprisingly warm and moist despite the freezing weather.

“Oh,” he says stupidly, leaning back to look at her. “I, uhm … well. Okay.”

Ella smiles. “Thank you.”

“No, thank you.”

“No, I mean … thanks for believing in me.”

“Oh. Right. Absolutely.”

A moment of awkward silence follows. Kristoffer forgets all about the impending danger and the fate of the world.

Then, Aksel breaks the silence: “Hey, lovebirds! If you’re done making out, I’m ready when you are!”

Kristoffer looks over to see him wave at them from the top of the grave. The bag is gone. In front of him, just over the opening, is a large pile of dirt. Aksel evidently buried the bag, and it looks like he left a corner sticking up.

“We’ll let you know,” Kristoffer hears himself say.

Aksel nods, then crouches down and disappears from view.

Kristoffer and Ella just stand there for what feels like several minutes, holding hands, waiting, freezing. In his free hand, Kristoffer holds the gun that used to belong to Ella’s mother. He checked the magazine ten times before they left, made sure it’s full. He doesn’t believe very much the gun will make any difference, but he still feels a little better holding it. If nothing else he might be able to use it to slow down the draug just long enough for Ella to escape.

He does his best to keep his senses alert. He listens to the sounds of the night. His eyes keep scanning the garden. The draug could theoretically return from any direction.

Suddenly, there’s a series of gunshots. At least ten. They’re pretty far away.

“Fuck,” Aksel says, peeking up from his hiding place. “Was that Belinda?”

“No,” Kristoffer says. “I’m almost certain it came from another direction.”

That only gives him a bit of solace, though. It’s good that it probably wasn’t Belinda who had to fire the gun, but someone else in town did, and that can’t really be good news.

He doesn’t get much time to think about it, because he feels Ella tighten the grip on his hand.

“It’s coming,” she whispers.

Kristoffer looks around the garden, sees nothing, then looks at Ella. She’s staring at the corner of the house. Kristoffer can’t see or hear anything. “You sure?” he asks.

Ella nods once, not removing her eyes from the place she’s staring at.

“Axe!” Kristoffer calls out. “Get ready. It’s coming.”

“Heard,” Aksel calls back. “Don’t address me again from this point forward.”

We won’t need to, Kristoffer thinks. It’ll know you’re here the moment it steps into the garden.

And then, suddenly, he can feel it, too. It’s subtle, but the sensation is growing stronger. It’s exactly like what he felt when he saw the hole in the hill for the first time.

Ella is muttering something under the breath. It almost sounds like a prayer.

“It won’t hurt us,” Kristoffer assures her. “If it could harm you, it would have done so the first time.”

“It almost did,” Ella says grimly.

Kristoffer just nods. He tightens the grip on the gun. His fingers are freezing, but he’s pretty sure he can squeeze the trigger. The feeling of the draug is a lot more forceful now. It’s pressing against his chest, making it harder to breathe.

Then Ella gasps, and two seconds later, the draug comes around the corner of the house.

It’s the first time Kristoffer sees it, and even though it’s shrouded in shadow, he can all too easily make out how big it is. The top of its head reaches the rain gutter, and its arms are way too long. In one of its long-fingered hands is something golden—the goblet, probably. The draug pauses briefly to look at them. It turns its head—the face is mercifully hidden, but Kristoffer is pretty sure it gazes towards the grave—then looks back at them.

The signal, a thought urges him from very far away. For an awful second, Kristoffer can’t recall it. Then the word comes to him, and he croaks, “Fire.” Clearing his throat, he tries again: “Fire!”

The sound of a match that’s struck.

The draug gives off a deep, rumbling sound. It’s not a threatening noise, not exactly. It sounds lighter. Almost amused. As though the creature says, “Really? You think a little fire will stop me?”

It begins lumbering towards the grave. As it does, it comes out from the shadow of the house, and as Kristoffer gets a clearer view of it, his throat closes up completely, and he’s glad that he already called out the signal for Aksel, because now it’s too late; he can’t get a word out.

Ella, obviously not as shocked at the appearance of the draug as he is, suddenly steps forward and lets go of Kristoffer’s hand.

“No, wait, Ella!”

She stops a few paces away, crouches down and picks up something shiny. As she gets back up, she’s holding the sickle. It must have been lying there in the grass the entire time without any of them noticing.

The draug notices it right away. It stops dead in its tracks and turns towards Ella. It gives off another, deep sound, and this time, it really is threatening. Unmistakably so.

Ella raises the sickle. “Stay back, or I will kill you!”

Her voice falters a little, but only a little. She sounds determined. Sounds ready.

“No, Ella!” Aksel calls out from farther back in the garden—Kristoffer can tell he’s no longer on the hill. “For fuck’s sake, I already lit the bomb! What are you doing?”

Kristoffer sees the fire out of the corner of his eye. It’s burning on top of the grave like a torch.

The draug doesn’t seem to care about Aksel or the fire. Ella’s warning was clearly meant to scare the monster, but it has the exact opposite effect. As it glares at her from across the lawn, Kristoffer can tell how it literally grows in size. It sucks in long, rattling breaths, and it opens and closes the long fingers on the free hand, as though itching to strangle Ella. Then it roars out loud enough that Kristoffer feels the sound hit his face and causes him to gasp.

Ella stumbles a little, but regains her bearings and shouts back, “I’m not afraid of you! I’m your master, and you will obey me!”

The draug does no such thing. Instead, it comes tramping towards her, picking up speed. It looks like an angry bull as it charges her, crossing the lawn at a terrifying speed.

Then, in a flash, it finally hits home for Kristoffer.

The missing piece.

She put it down. That’s what made it retreat.

“The sickle. Drop the sickle, Ella. Drop it. Now.”

He says it in barely more than a whisper, but apparently, Ella hears him, because she turns her head sideways briefly, and Kristoffer can tell she connects the dots as quickly as he did. And then she drops the sickle. She simply lets go of the handle, and the weapon falls to the grass. The only thing between her and the giant monster about to tear her apart is now gone, and—

And to Kristoffer’s astonishment, it works.

The draug, as though connecting with an invisible fence, stops so abruptly, its giant feet literally dig into the frozen ground and tear up the grass.

With less than five yards between them, it’s looming over Ella like a grizzly bear in front of a hare, and it can almost reach her with its unnaturally long arms.

It doesn’t attempt to, though. In fact, it leans back a little, as though Ella has suddenly turned from a tasty meal to something poisonous. Kristoffer can make out the features of its decaying face. The black eyeballs are jumping up and down Ella, like a fighter assessing an opponent. And it clearly finds her much more threatening now that the sickle is no longer in her hand.

It utters a grunt, a huff, and then it suddenly turns and runs. Kristoffer can feel every step in the ground as the creature bolts for the grave.

“No, wait!” Aksel screams. “Stall it! Stall it!”

But there’s nothing any of them can do, and the draug slips into the opening—despite the fact that it’s much too narrow. It looks to Kristoffer like a giant spider escaping down a drain.

“Fuck!” Aksel shouts from somewhere.

Ella turns to Kristoffer. Her expression is weirdly serene, and he takes it at first to be surprise.

“We should get back,” he hears himself say. “The bomb is about to go off.”

He holds out a hand, but Ella doesn’t come towards him. Instead, she lowers her eyebrows, and Kristoffer realizes what he read as shock is really resignation. “I know how to do this now.”

Then she turns and runs after the draug.

“Nooo!“ Kristoffer screams, stepping forward. “No, Ella, don’t go in there! It’s about to—”

But Ella is already gone, and two seconds later, the fire reaches the propane canisters, and the entire hill blows up.
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“Fucking hell … what have I done?”

Aksel stares at the now considerably flatter hill. There’s no longer an opening. Where the entrance to the grave used to be is now only what seems like two tons of black soil.

“You trapped her,” Kristoffer says evenly.

Aksel wipes away something that got on his forehead. Even though he was at the back of the garden, dirt was flung everywhere, and Kristoffer looks even worse; it’s in his hair, his ears, all over his clothes. He doesn’t seem to care, though.

“Even if she survived the blast, she’s dead,” he goes on.

Aksel groans. “Why the fuck would she run after it?”

Kristoffer rounds on him, his eyes blazing, and Aksel recoils. “Because she was trying to fix this, instead of just blowing everything to pieces!”

“Fuck you,” Aksel mutters, regaining some of his bearings. “You guys went along with the plan.”

“Only because we didn’t have a better idea,” Kristoffer snarls. He looks back at the hill, and the rage in his eyes turns into what he’s really feeling: regret and sorrow. “I should’ve figured it out sooner …”

“Figured what out?” Aksel asks.

Kristoffer sits down on the ground and folds his hands over his knees. “It was the sickle,” he says. “The only thing that’ll kill the draug. That’s what made it furious. As long as Ella was holding it, she was nothing more than a threat to it, and it was allowed to defend itself. It’s in the curse. I read it in the book somewhere. Apparently, the draug’s right to protect itself from harm overrules the fact that it’s meant to obey Ella. The moment she dropped the sickle, that changed. She was no longer posing a threat to it—she was its master again. The balance of power shifted, and that’s why it ran.” Kristoffer buries his face in his hands. “It was always Ella it was afraid of. Nothing else.”

“Fuck me,” Aksel mutters, running a hand through his hair, finding pieces of dirt there, too. “So if she’d just faced it without the sickle … she could have killed it?”

“I don’t know,” Kristoffer mutters. “But she’d definitely stood a much better chance.”

“So … that’s what she’s doing now?” Aksel asks in disbelief. “Going after it without the weapon?”

“Yeah,” Kristoffer says. “Assuming she’s still alive, that’s what she’s doing.”

Aksel looks at the collapsed hill. “Jesus Christ. The balls on that girl …”

He feels awful for what he did. He keeps telling himself he didn’t know better, and neither did Kris or Ella. But that doesn’t change the fact that not only was the home-brewed bomb never going to kill the draug, but now Ella is trapped underground. Even if she’s still alive, even if she finds the draug and kills it, she’ll suffocate down there in the darkness. All because of Aksel.

“We can’t just … we can’t just leave her down there,” Aksel says, getting a grip of himself.

Kristoffer looks up at him. “What do you suggest we do? Dig her out?”

“Yes!”

“That’ll take days. There’s nowhere near enough oxygen down there to last that long.”

“No, but … we need to try. I’m finding a shovel.” He runs towards the house.

“Wait, Aksel.”

He stops and looks back. Kristoffer has gotten to his feet, and Aksel expects him to argue that digging for Ella is pointless. Aksel doesn’t care; he’s gonna do it anyway, and he’s about to tell Kristoffer so, when Kristoffer points and says, “Try the shed. That’s where Halgrim kept his tools. Bring me a shovel, too.”
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“Should be right down there!”

Baxter points out the windscreen.

Marit can make out a house on the left about fifty yards down the road. Or rather, it looks more like a mansion.

“You sure?” she mutters.

Baxter shrugs. “It’s the address you gave me.”

As far as Marit knows, Ella doesn’t have any rich friends or relatives. She’s never even heard of Ella or Anne having any connection to Lilyhammer. It could be that Anne knew someone through work who agreed to let them come stay here. Judging by the fence she sees as they drive closer, it’s not unlikely it’s a cop living here.

Of course Ella would find a place like this. It looks very safe. Probably got food for months in there.

“So, are you gonna call her?” Baxter asks, stopping the car in front of the fence.

Marit is already holding her phone. She’s been debating whether to call Ella or not the entire way over here. She’s afraid Ella will tell her to stay the hell away if she calls her and tells her she’s nearby. Her gut tells her it’s better to just show up. If she can talk to Ella face to face, her cousin might still get angry, but it’ll be a lot harder for her to send her away.

“I tried already,” Marit lies, looking up at the house. A few lights are on, so someone is definitely home. “It just goes to voicemail. Her phone is off, I think.”

“Oh. Well, maybe we should—“ Baxter cuts himself off as he apparently sees something. “Hey, is that a dead guy?”

Marit follows his finger and sees the figure lying in the gravel inside the gate. There are two more, farther off to the side. Judging by the torn clothes, it looks like zombies. Evidently, a fight went down in the courtyard, and they didn’t bother cleaning up. Maybe it’s even—

Baxter gasps. “Oh, shit!” Marit sees them too as they come to the gate. At least a dozen zombies crossing the gravel.

“We gotta leave,” Baxter says, putting it in reverse.

“No, wait! They can’t get to us. Just take it easy, Baxter.”

He looks from Marit to the group of zombies. They’ve reached the gate, and—just like Marit said—they just bump into it and reach their arms through.

“It’s locked, see?”

“But … I don’t get it. Why would they let a whole bunch of infected folks through the gate, then lock it again?”

“Obviously, they didn’t let them in,” Marit sneers, feeling like slapping Baxter.

“Ooh. I get it now. It’s the folks who used to live there!”

“Nope,” Marit says again. At least this guess wasn’t as stupid as his first, but still not a prize-winner. “Look at them. There’s all kinds of people. There’s a goth teenager. There’s a very old guy. And her right there, isn’t she pregnant? No way so many different people lived here. It’s not a fucking hostel, it’s a family home.” She points at the brass plague mounted on the wall next to the gate. She squints in order to read the calligraphic letters. “It says … “M. & U. Hashmi” … so only two people.”

“Couldn’t they have let all these folks in back when they were still healthy?” Baxter suggests, checking the mirrors. He looks uncomfortable staying this close to the zombies, even though there’s an iron gate between them.

“Rich folks wouldn’t do such a thing,” Marit mutters, looking along the wall. “And they couldn’t have climbed over, either. No, I think there’s another explanation.”

“What?”

She nods into the darkness. “I bet you if we run along that wall, we’ll find somewhere we can get through.”

Baxter shakes his head. “I’m not going out there, Marit. We don’t even have a gun!”

Marit looks at him with disgust. “You’re too slow anyway. It’s gotta be me.” She was going to do it anyway, because she wants to be the one to talk to Ella, not the fat moron Baxter whom Ella has never met and has no reason to trust. Besides, it’ll be very easy for her to leave Baxter out here if Ella lets her in. “You stay here, and you make sure they stay too. If you see them move away from the gate, then you get your ass out of the car and walk closer to the gate. That’s very important. Because if they leave the gate, they’ll get to me.”

Baxter doesn’t look comfortable at all with the plan. “I don’t like it, Marit. Are you sure we shouldn’t just get out and try and shout to your cousin? I mean, if she’s in there—“

“No, don’t do that!” Marit snaps. “You really think she’ll let us in if we stand out here like a couple of fucktards, shouting so the entire neighborhood hears us? We gotta be smart, Baxter. I know it’s not easy for you, but try to use your brain for once!” She taps him in the temple with a finger, and he frowns.

“Okay. I guess you’re right, Marit. Sorry.”

“Just get ready, okay?” Marit unbuckles and pulls on the jacket Baxter gave her. “I’m going now.”

“Be careful, Marit.”

“I’ll be fine, so long as you make sure they stay right here.” She points at the zombies, then opens the door and steps out. She moves away from the car, going in a wide circle so as to not draw the zombies after her. She soon loses sight of the gate, so she can’t know for certain whether any of them are following her on the other side of the wall, but she doesn’t think so. Baxter is still a lot closer.

Marit runs along the outside of the wall, keeping her eyes and ears ready. The property is bigger than she thought. As she reaches the east side, she immediately sees the hole in the wall. It’s broken down, and at first she takes it to be a car or something that drove into it, but then she sees the stump from the broken tree.

She peeks inside, making sure no zombies are around. She can see a little of the courtyard from here, but not the gate. A faint choir of moans and groans are coming from the side of the house, so she suspects the group is still by the gate.

Marit enters the garden and runs the other way around the house. There’s a large, elevated terrace and huge windows. Marit climbs onto the terrace and goes to the door.

In the kitchen sits a young boy. He’s eating from a bowl of cereal and is watching a cartoon on an iPad. Milk dribbles from his chin.

Marit taps the glass, and the boy jumps. He looks over and sees her. Marit gives him her best smile. “Hi there! I’m not infected. I’m just looking for my cousin. Ella Nilsen. Is she here?”

The boy clearly recognizes the name. “She was,” he says. “But she left with her mom.”

“Oh. That’s too bad.” Marit darts a look around. “What’s your name, buddy? My name’s Marit.”

“I’m Lukas.”

“Listen, Lukas, I’m very hungry, and I’m freezing. I’ve got nowhere to go. My car doesn’t have any more gas. Could you please let me in for a moment?”

The boy glances towards a doorway. “Jaddah! Jiddi!”

“No, wait,” Marit says, tapping the glass again. “Don’t bother your parents, Lukas. Just, please … could you give me a glass of water? That’s all I need, and I’ll go away again.”

The real reason she doesn’t want him to call his folks, of course, is that she knows they’ll be a lot more suspicious of a stranger showing up in the wee hours of the morning.

The boy looks at her and frowns. “Are you sure? Don’t you want to come inside? I just need to ask my grandpa …”

“No, that’s fine. I’ll be on my way, I’m just … really thirsty. Please.”

The boy slips down from the chair and goes to counter. He moves over one of those learning tower things and steps onto it in order to reach the cupboard. He takes out a glass, then goes back down and meticulously pushes the learning tower to the sink. He gets back up and fills the glass with water.

Marit watches him closely, making sure to keep the smile on her face, even though her heart is hammering away and she’s freezing like mad. She keeps looking to the sides, listening for any sounds. She’s still alone on the terrace.

Finally, the boy comes to the terrace door. He hesitates. “Are you sure you don’t want to come inside? I’m sure my grandma and grandpa won’t mind.”

Marit smiles. “That’s so nice of you, but no, I don’t want to bother you guys. I just need that glass of water. Thank you so much.” She holds out her hands, hoping to nudge him to open the door. The moment he does, she’ll bum-rush it and force herself inside.

But the boy still hesitates. He leans closer and looks to the sides. “Are there any infected people out there?”

“Nope,” Marit smiles. “Just me.”

“And you’re not infected, are you?” He gives her a searching look.

“Absolutely not,” Marit grins. “Clean as a whistle. I’ve been very careful. Please, Lukas. I’m really thirsty.” She holds out her hands again.

The boy puts his hand on the handle, and Marit is just about to throw herself at the door. Then he takes his hand away again and says, “I’d better give you the glass through the window.”

“Why?” Marit asks, trying really hard to keep her voice friendly. “The door’s easier.”

“Yeah, but … the infected people can be really fast. I think it’s safer this way.”

“Wait, no …” But the boy has already gone to the counter again. “Okay,” Marit sighs, moving to the window instead.

He climbs onto the counter, unhasps the window, and pushes it open just enough to reach out the glass.

Marit acts like she’s about to take it, but instead grabs the window and yanks it open all the way. The boy is still holding on to it, and he’s pulled forward with a shriek, and he falls out onto the terrace. “Fuck!” Marit hisses, stepping aside. She didn’t mean for him to take a tumble—she was just so eager to get the window open.

The boy grunts and begins to get back up, when a voice inside the kitchen calls out something in a language Marit doesn’t understand. She looks in to see a middle-aged, Arab woman in a gown standing in the doorway, glaring at her in disbelief. Marit quickly climbs in through the window, slides over the counter and jumps to the floor. The woman is shouting at her and coming across the kitchen, but Marit is faster, and she moves around the table. The woman grabs a knife from the holder and points it at Marit, her eyes shooting lightning.

“Get your boy!” she screams, pointing at the window. “He’s still out there!”

“Jaddah! Help me!”

The woman whips her head around, and she sees Lukas peering in through the window. The boy is just tall enough that the upper half of his face is showing, and he’s trying to pull himself in.

“Lukas!” the woman exclaims, running to the counter. She drops the knife and reaches out her arms, but she can’t get to Lukas unless she climbs onto the counter. Instead, she runs to the terrace door, opens it and rushes outside.

Marit acts out of instinct: She runs to the terrace door, slams it, then goes to the window, jumps onto the counter, and slams that, too. She grabs the knife.

The woman bangs on the terrace door, shouting at her to open it. Marit jumps back down and backs away. She stares at the woman with her arm around the boy’s shoulders. The boy is crying, and the woman is still shouting and pounding the glass with her free hand.

“I’m … I’m sorry,” Marit says, shaking her head. She turns and runs right into a man. He looks like he was just sleeping. His hair is messy, and he’s only dressed in a robe and slippers.

He opens her mouth as though to say something, but only a weird croak comes out. Marit steps back, and she holds up the knife. “You stay back,” she tells the man, but realizes to her horror that her hand is empty. The knife is gone.

The man looks down, and Marit follows his eyes. Right below his breastbone sits the knife. It’s gone it almost all the way.

“Jiddi!” the boy screams through the terrace door. The woman screams too.

The man tries to take a step, but he can’t. Instead, he collapses with a sigh.

“Oh, fuck,” Marit breathes.

She stares at the dead guy for several seconds. Then she realizes the woman and the boy have stopped screaming and banging the glass. She turns around and sees they’re gone. Instead, she can make out a handful of shuffling figures crossing the lawn.

The front door.

Marit runs through the house and reaches the hall. The front door is already locked. The woman shows up a few seconds later, grabs the handle and yanks it hard.

“Please!” she calls out. “Please, let us in!”

“I can’t!” Marit calls back, peering out the narrow window. “There are too many of them! Look! Behind you!”

The woman turns to see the zombies by the gate. About half of them are still there. Baxter is standing like a moron on the other side, doing jumping jacks to keep them engaged. But they’re turning around one at the time and coming towards the house.

“Run!” Marit urges them.

She doesn’t need to. The woman is already pulling the boy down the stairs. They run towards the garden and disappear from sight. The zombies turn and take up pursuit.

Out by the gate, Baxter gives off a yelp and throws himself into the car. He speeds up and drives down the road just as three zombies appear from the darkness beyond the gate light.

Marit leans her back against the wall, covers her mouth with her hand. It’s suddenly very quiet.

She goes back to the kitchen. The man is still lying there. A pool of blood has formed around him. She checks his pulse just to be sure, but can’t find it. Then she takes another knife from the holder. Better check the house. Make sure no one else is hiding in here.

No one is. She checks every room.

Returning to the kitchen, she opens a tall double pantry. It’s stuffed with cans, jars and packets of long-lasting food. She opens the fridge. It too is overflowing. She grabs whatever is closest and begins chowing it down.

As she chews, she turns and looks out over the kitchen.

I’m safe, she realizes. I’ve got a whole house to myself. And food enough for a long time.

Marit begins laughing. The sound is so awful, she forces herself to stop.
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Exactly like the first time she entered the grave, it feels like stepping into another realm. The only difference is, this time she’s prepared for it. And she’s going forward a lot faster. She can’t see a thing, but she knows the grave goes on for about twenty yards or so in a steady slope downwards, and that neither the walls nor ceiling come any closer, so she’s able to keep a good speed. Which probably saves her life.

She’s doesn’t really hear the explosion. All she feels is a violent push in her back, and then her feet leave the ground. She’s flung forward for an unknown length—it feels like she’s suspended for two full seconds before she finally lands on the muddy floor. Rolling around several times, she covers her head and prepares for dirt to fall from above and cover her. Her eardrums are compressed, but she can make out a faint rumbling, and she feels the ground vibrate under her.

Nothing falls on her, though. She’s just outside of reach.

As the rumble subsides, Ella sits up. Holding her breath, she listens. Nothing but a buzz from her inner ear.

“Kris?” she asks. “Axe?”

Her voice is swallowed up by the mud all around her. She calls their names a little louder, hoping to get an answer. None comes.

The entrance is completely sealed. There’s no way I’m getting back out.

The realization that she just got buried alive leaves a cold, clammy feeling running down her back.

Don’t think of that now. Focus on what you’re here to do.

Ella gets to her feet. As she does, she becomes aware that the tumble she just took was rougher than she immediately thought. She hit the top of her head against the wall, which has left a pain running down the back of her neck. Her elbow also throbs, and both her knees took a beating. She takes a few, testing steps and finds that although it hurts, she can walk. So she does.

As she ventures deeper into the grave, she can feel it leading her farther underground. The floor turns softer and stickier, and cold water drops fall from the ceiling now and then. She lets her fingertips trace the right-side wall, and more than once, she feels runes edged into the dirt.

After a minute or so, she reaches the place she found the goblet. She can tell before she feels a handful of roots dangling from the wall. It was pure luck she came upon it—her shoe hit something hard, and she first took it to be a rock, but when she crouched down, she could feel it was metal. As she ventures on, she steps on more jewelry. At least she assumes that’s what it is. She doesn’t stop to investigate. There’s nothing she needs, and there’s no reason to enrage the draug further. In fact, it’s better if it’s—

A warm gust of wind meets her. It seems awful, and it’s accompanied by a low, rumbling roar. It’s like being breathed on by a dragon.

Ella hesitates. “You here?”

No answer. No more breathing, either.

She can feel the draug. But it’s not very near. She’s pretty sure it retreated as far back as possible. However long the grave goes on for, that’s how long she’ll have to travel.

Could really use some light.

Then she remembers the lighter, and she sends a warm thank you to Aksel. Pulling it out, she turns it over in her hands. It feels intact. She tries flicking it. A spark, which is bright enough to hurt her eyes. She squints and flicks the lighter again. This time, a tiny but steady flame appears. She keeps the gas button pressed down and looks around. The flame seems like it’s fighting hard to push back the darkness, but it provides just enough of a glow to show her the walls and ceiling.

The tunnel isn’t as narrow as she thought, and her claustrophobia subsides somewhat now that she can see. Just like she suspected, the walls are covered in ancient letters. Interspersed are different pieces of jewelry, coins, even figurines protruding from the mud. And looking down, she sees even more valuables half-buried in the floor.

This place is a goldmine. It’d be worth millions if someone collected all this.

No wonder her ancestors wanted to protect the treasure.

As Ella walks on, she begins wondering about who exactly is buried down here. It must be someone important. A man, obviously. A patriarch. Someone rich. Revered. Maybe even feared. Was her distant forefather some kind of lord? A prominent warrior? Perhaps a king? After all these years, their remains must have perished, so any hints Ella might have come upon are long gone, and she will probably never know the truth about who rests here.

That’s fine. Won’t make any difference to what I’m here to do.

She’s very glad she has the light. And that she remembered it just when she did. Because very soon after, she comes to a place where the floor suddenly drops. It’s not collapsed. It looks to be designed this way. She crouches down and tries to throw some light down the steep drop. She can just make out the floor down there. It’s about six feet. Ella—very reluctantly—turns off the lighter, blows on it to cool it off, and slips it back into her pocket. Then she climbs down.

Immediately, she turns the lighter back on. The ceiling is lower down here, so much so that the crown of her head touches it, but the walls are farther apart. It’s almost like the tunnel spreads out and becomes a large room. Ella decides to follow the wall on her right. She comes to an opening leading to another room.

Jesus. It’s like a maze.

She pauses, closes her eyes, listens to the silence. She senses the draug. It’s closer.

She continues past the opening and finds another tunnel, this one leading down.

This is the way.

She ventures deeper underground. She can feel the pressure increase. The sound of her footsteps becomes even more muffled. She can hear her own pulse. Then comes another sound. Someone crying. It’s a deep, intense sobbing. The sound echoes around her, then dies off.

Ella frowns and rubs the base of her ear. That wasn’t real.

She goes on. She starts to feel weird. Dizzy. Absent-minded. Like you do when you’ve been blowing out candles for too long. She tries to think straight, but it’s like she’s slightly drunk.

This place is messing with me. I need to stay alert.

But that becomes increasingly harder, and Ella feels her mind drift this way then that. She finds herself thinking of her mother, of her friends back at school, of anything from her life back when things were normal. Even early childhood memories come passing by.

The tunnel becomes narrower, and then, suddenly, she sees a light up ahead. Stopping, Ella turns off the lighter. The glow is really there. Soft and orange and slightly flickering. She walks on, and as the tunnel bends a little, she comes by a lit torch mounted on the wall.

Ella just stares at it. Carefully, she reaches out her hand and tries to take it. She expects it to disappear like smoke the moment her fingers touch it. But it doesn’t. The torch is real enough. At least as far as she can tell. She takes it out of the hole and walks on.

Other sounds float by. It seems to be the voice of whoever cried before. But now they’re talking. Ella can’t make out the words. The person is much closer. It’s a man. His tone is very somber, and he’s obviously still sad.

Ella sees an opening in the wall. It’s not a door, not big enough to pass through. More like a window. She looks through it and sees to her astonishment another room lit by torches and man standing there. He’s very broad and sports a thick, red beard. He’s wearing a coat made of fur. His head is bowed, and his shoulders bob as he cries softly. Ella—very much aware this is some kind of vision and not the truth—steps closer to see what the man is crying over, and she sees several more men. All of them seem to be mourning. They’re gathered around a low table. On it lies a person dressed in a beautiful gown, their blond hair spread out to all sides.

It’s a woman, Ella thinks. My ancestor was a woman.

Ella did hear something in school about how the Vikings were surprisingly respectful of their women. Setting aside the fact that they would go rape foreign women, they often revered their own wives, and women in general weren’t necessarily oppressed in Viking societies as was almost always the case in any chapter of history. Still, Ella wasn’t expecting a grave this huge and full of riches to belong to a woman.

The man with the red beard takes a torch from the wall and lights the pile of hay and dry branches below the table. It takes fire immediately and the flames quickly grow tall enough to reach the woman’s hair. As her body burns, the men start singing in a language Ella can’t recognize. The smell of smoke and burnt skin reaches her, and she staggers away from the window.

It’s not real. It was just a memory.

She presses on. Her legs feel completely swimmy now. Like there’s nothing below her waist except water. And as she looks down, she finds that she’s suddenly wading through muddy water. How it happened without her noticing, she doesn’t know, but the tunnel is suddenly half full of water, and Ella gets the feeling that time has somehow skipped. She vaguely recalls seeing the water, stepping carefully into it, feeling it drench her pants. But it’s like something that happened very long ago to someone else.

She’s still carrying the torch, holding it high so as to not get it wet, and the light from it is reflected on the surface of the water, casting back flickering images of people who were once alive. Their faces float by under the water, staring up at her.

Ghosts, Ella thinks. Not real.

She looks ahead and sees the ceiling of the tunnel drop. Either that, or the water is rising. Either way, she’s soon left with only a foot of air, and her feet can no longer reach the ground, so she starts swimming. It’s hard while holding the torch aloft. Up ahead comes a place where the water actually meets the ceiling.

I’ll have to dive. And I’ll have to pray I can come up on the other side.

She takes a couple of deep breaths, feeling the fear and panic rush through her, and then she lets go of the torch. It sinks into the water with a hiss, and darkness swallows her up. She sucks in one last, large gulp of air, and then she plunges her head underwater and starts swimming frantically.

Ella swims and swims and swims.

She can see nothing, and it seems like she’s going nowhere.

But she can feel the water. Can sense the spirits of people long gone dance around her. Their voices, their laughter, their sobbing, reverberate in her skull, and she swims on and on forever, and then suddenly, she breaks the surface and she heaves for air, fills her lungs, coughs, splutters. Then, once she’s finally convinced she’s not drowned, she swims on, searching for a shore.

After a few minutes, her feet find solid ground. She walks on and feels the water sink around her. Then she’s suddenly out, and she stands there on the mud, hearing the water drip and drain from her clothes.

The lighter! God, please, let it work still.

She pulls it out of her wet pocket, flicks the stone, and to her surprise, it turns on right away.

Something shifts as the glow enables her to see again. She looks down to find that her clothes are no longer wet, neither is her hair which only a second ago clung to her cheeks.

She looks back and sees the water. The surface is perfectly still, not a crease or wave on it.

Did I really just swim? Or have I just been standing here?

She looks back—or ahead—trying to determine what’s past and what’s future. She’s unable to. Closing her eyes, she searches for the draug.

It’s close. And it’s this way.

She steps away from the water, following the tunnel.

A scream suddenly comes rolling out of the darkness. It’s brief and full of pain. Ella stops and sees another window. She looks through it, and she sees the man from before. This time, he’s alone. He’s kneeling in front of a pile of still smoking ashes. At first, it looks to Ella like he’s praying. Then he tilts on to his side, and Ella sees the sword sticking out of his midsection. It’s gone all the way through, the point protruding from his back. A pool of blood form around him, even darker than the dirt, and Ella can hear him whisper something that sounds like a verse, and she doesn’t want to see anymore, so she rushes on.

“Ella, please. You need to stop. Go back.”

She glances sideways and sees her mother walking alongside her. Her face is pale in the glow from the lighter, her eyes big and scared.

“It’ll kill you if you go any farther. I beg you. Go back while you can.”

“You’re dead,” Ella says evenly.

“Yes, but that doesn’t mean I can’t give you advice.”

“You’re not my mother.” Ella looks ahead and ups her speed.

“Still doesn’t mean you shouldn’t listen to me,” her mother goes on. Her voice changes now. “Turn back, Ella, or suffer a horrible death.”

When Ella looks sideways again, her mother has turned into a rotten corpse, her eyeballs missing, her teeth grinning through the open mouth.

Ella breathes fast and keeps walking.

“Listen to me!” the corpse demands, its voice now completely unrecognizable, and it grabs Ella’s arm hard.

“Let go!” Ella screams. “I’m doing this no matter what tricks you try!” She tries to rip free. The arm of the corpse breaks off by the elbow and stays stuck on Ella’s arm. She screams and punches at it with the hand holding the lighter. It finally comes loose, and Ella runs.

She runs for what feels like the better part of an hour. When she finally slows down and looks back, she’s alone in the tunnel.

“Good thing you didn’t let that thing scare you,“ her mother’s voice says in her head. “That wasn’t really me, you know?”

“Oh, but this is?” Ella asks out loud as she keeps walking. “You’re not fooling me.”

“I get why you’re skeptical, Ella. You ought to be. This place turns reality inside out. You can’t really trust anything down here.”

“That includes the voice of my dead mother in my head, right?”

Her mother laughs. The sound is so genuine, Ella almost believes in it.

“I can see why you don’t trust me. You think this is another trick. That it’s the draug trying to get you to go back. Well, I don’t blame you. But what if I told you this is real? And that I’m really your mother?”

“Then I wouldn’t believe you. This place … it’s evil. It’s distorting everything.”

“Not everything. It’s true that this place is magic. But that doesn’t mean it’s all black magic.”

“You can keep talking,” Ella says coldly. “I’m not listening.”

After a brief pause, her mother says, with no trace of anger in her voice, “Point taken. I don’t need to convince you of anything. You don’t need my help. I guess I’ll be leaving, then.”

Ella stops despite herself. She frowns and looks down. “If this is really you, Mom, then prove it to me.”

“Prove it? How?”

“Tell me … tell me the last words you ever said to me.”

“Oh. That’s easy. I told you I loved you more than anything.”

“No,” Ella says, her voice cracking. “That’s not right.”

“The words didn’t come out,“ her mother says softly. “But they were in my heart. And I think you felt them.”

Ella breaks into tears. “Why did you have to die, Mom?”

“I think it’s so that you could do this, Ella. I think it had to happen.”

“No. No, it didn’t. I could have figured it out anyway.”

“Sometimes, to see the truth, everything else needs to be stripped away.”

Ella sobs for a while, and her mother doesn’t say anything else.

“I saw the truth,” Ella says finally, wiping her eyes in her sleeve. “Amongst all the lies down here, I saw something I believe in.”

“What was that?”

“That the person buried down here is a woman. That’s why it needed to be, Mom. Dad couldn’t have done this even if he wanted to.”

Her mother doesn’t answer right away.

“Mom?”

Something makes Ella turn around.

And there, just at the edge of the reach of the light, stands her mother. Not a ghastly ghoul, but a smiling, beautiful woman. “You see? It set you free.”

Ella nods and squeezes her lips together. “I love you, Mom.”

Her mother smiles, and the smile lasts forever, and then Ella blinks to get the tears out of her eyes, and her mother is gone. She’s once again completely alone in the tunnel.

No.

Not alone.

Someone else is close by. Very close.

Ella turns and sees a sharp bend in the tunnel. She walks to it and peers around the corner. And then she’s there. At the end. The very last room. The light can’t penetrate the darkness in there, but Ella can sense this is it. She can feel the draug right in front of her.

“I know you’re here,” Ella says. “I’m coming in now.”

She waits briefly for an answer. None comes. She steps into the room. And as she does, as though by magic, the glow of the lighter grows stronger, strong enough to illuminate the whole room.

And Ella sees the runes covering the walls. She sees the ring of jewelry on the ground. It’s mostly sunken into the dirt, just like the bones in the middle. The bones of her foremother.

And she also sees the draug. Standing in front its master’s resting place, it’s breathing fast, its breastplate creaking as the rib cage expands and contracts. Maggots are dripping from the rotten flesh, and dirt stains the ragged tufts of beard still clinging onto the jaw. The black eyes are fixed on Ella. Like a watch dog seeing an intruder and just waiting for an excuse to charge at them. It’s so big, it’s hunched over almost to the point where its hand reaches the ground, which only makes it look even more ready to lunge forward.

Ella knows the draug can tear her limb from limb within seconds. And she knows if she makes one tiny mistake, that’s exactly what’ll happen. Amazingly, the words come to her almost entirely on their own.

“I’m not here to fight,” she says, looking up at the horrible face. “I know what you are. I know who you were. And I know what you did.”

The draug stops breathing. Its gaze turns even more intense, boring into her.

“You sacrificed your own life in order to protect this woman forever.” Ella looks down at the bones. “You weren’t cursed to do this. You chose to. Maybe you did it out of a sense of duty, or because you felt bound by tradition ...” Ella shakes her head slowly. “But I think you did it because you loved her.”

As she looks back up at the draug, she sees for the first time a glimmer of something below the awful features, something hiding inside the dead, black eyes. Something almost human.

“I’m her heir,” Ella tells the draug. “So you’re bound to me just like you are to her.”

The draug utters a huff, and a sudden rage comes forth on its face. It takes one step forward, and the cave rumbles.

“You will have to obey me,” Ella goes on unperturbed. The draug opens its mouth and growls at her, causing her hair to blow back. She doesn’t stagger, though. Instead, she raises her voice as she goes on. “I will give you one last order, and you will do as I tell you!”

The draug gives off a deafening roar, reaching out both hands to grab her.

A split-second before it does, Ella screams: “I set you free!”

The huge creature coming at her stops dead, stares at her for a moment, then a deep sigh flows through the room, and the draug collapses to the floor. As it does, it shrinks to the size of a normal human and turns into a pile of crumbling bones.

Ella looks at what’s left of the draug. Then she looks at the bones of her ancestor.

“May you both rest in peace,” she says softly.

The lighter dies, and the light disappears. Ella tries to relight it, but it must be out of gas.

“Well,” she tells the darkness. “There’s no way I’m getting out of here anyway.”

Feeling her way with her hands, Ella turns and leaves the cave.
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The tree house is not very warm. It’s not meant for playing during the winter. Grandpa had it built for Lukas two years ago. Now Grandpa is dead. Ella’s cousin killed him.

Lukas shivers and pulls a little closer to Grandma. She squeezes him tight. He can tell she’s also freezing. Her breath is visible in the dimness.

They’ve wrapped themselves in the tablecloth and are huddled together in the corner. Right outside, the zombies are groaning and scratching away at the woodwork. The house is elevated three feet off the ground, and they can’t seem to figure out how to scale the four steps leading up to the door. Some of them have crawled under the house and are scratching from below.

To begin with, Lukas was afraid they’d be able to break through the walls. But the tree house is built well. Grandpa did a great job. The planks and boards are fastened properly, and even though there are cracks here and there which the undead can peek through, they can’t get to Lukas or Grandma.

Lukas has no idea how long they’ve been here for. It feels like all night. He’s very sleepy, but he’s only been able to nod off for a few minutes at a time before the cold or the noises from the zombies wake him right back up. He notices the inside of the tree house is more visible now; the table, the two chairs, the chest full of plastic toys. Bleak rays of grey daylight are coming through the cracks.

“J-Jaddah?” he asks. “Is it morning?”

“It is,” she tells him, her teeth chattering. “It’ll get warmer soon.”

Lukas knows she’s only saying it to comfort him. Sure, the temperature will rise a bit once the sun comes up, but it won’t be warm by any means.

“My fingertips hurt,” Lukas mutters, sucking on his pinky to try and warm it up. “My nose t-too.”

“I know, honey. We’ll do some more jumping jacks, how about that?”

Lukas really doesn’t want to get up again. For one thing, he’s exhausted, but the exercise is also making him hungry. And besides, it won’t keep them warm for more than five minutes, so it hardly seems worth the effort.

“Are you sure we c-can’t get back inside the h-house, Jaddah?”

Grandma squeezes him. “I d-don’t think so, sweetie. Even if we could make it out of here …” She nods towards the door where the zombies are scratching away. “The girl, she won’t let us into the house …”

“I wish Jiddi was here,” Lukas says, almost starting to cry. He can’t believe they’re all gone. Mom, Dad, Grandpa. It’s way too much to take in, and he simply doesn’t think about it. It only makes him sad.

“Oh, me too, honey,” Grandma says, sniveling.

“If only we had the k-key,” Lukas says, looking up at her. “Are you sure it’s not in your pockets, Jaddah?”

“I checked ten times, sweetie,” she says regretfully. “My key is on the dresser in the bedroom. Just like your grandpa’s.”

“Don’t you guys keep a spare key somewhere outside?”

“No, we don’t. The only person besides us with a key is Ari, and he’s … he’s …” Grandma trails off.

“He’s in the back garden,” Lukas says, lighting up. “Ella said she left him there. Is his key still in his pocket, you think?”

“It might be, yes … but …”

“We need to try and get to it, Jaddah. We can’t stay here.”

His grandma looks at him thoughtfully. Her eyes are red from crying, her brow is furrowed, and her lips are trembling from the cold. “You’re right,” she says. “We need to do something.”

“I can squeeze out of the window,” Lukas suggest, nodding towards the shutters. “If you can draw them to the door, I can make it—“

“No. No way. I’ll be the one to make a run for it.”

“But—“

“That’s the way it’s going to be, Lukas. End of debate.” She gets up and limps to the chest. Opening it, she takes out a few of his toys—a shovel, a rake, and a water gun. She turns to look back at Lukas. “Here’s the plan. I make a run for the house. The moment I jump out, you close and lock the door behind me. I’ll get Ari’s key and I’ll get inside the house. As soon as it’s safe, I’m coming to get you.”

“What will you do with the girl?” Lukas asks.

“Don’t you worry about that,” Grandma says gravely. “Just stay here until I come back. Okay?”

“Okay, Jaddah. Please, be careful.”

“I will. Come here.” They hug each other tightly. Then Grandma pulls free and goes to the door.

Lukas can tell the zombies grow more eager outside. They huddle together by the door. There are at least six of them.

“Wait, Jaddah. Come over here first. We need to draw them to this side of the house.” He waves her over to the window, and she hesitantly joins him.

It works; little by little, the zombies gather outside the window.

“Great thinking, Lukas.” Grandma smiles at him, running a cold hand over his hair. “You were always such a clever boy.” She bends over and plants a kiss on his forehead. Then, without a word, she runs across the floor, unlocks the door, rips it open and jumps out.

Her gown flutters in the wind, and she lands on the grass with a groan. Her legs give way, and she rolls around on the frozen ground. Lukas runs to the door. He’s about to close it when he sees a zombie come out from under the tree house. It’s a young, skinny guy, and he heads right for Grandma, who’s trying to get to her feet, but her legs keep buckling.

“Jaddah!” Lukas cries. “Watch out!”

Realizing she’s in danger, Grandma resorts to crawling away. The guy gives off a hungry grunt and ups his speed. He catches up with her and halfway falls, halfway throws himself on her. Grandma screams and kicks at him with her bare feet. He tries to bite her, but she’s too fast, and he can’t get a proper grip of her legs. She smacks him over the head with the plastic shovel, but it does little to ward him off. The other zombies are coming from both sides now, and Lukas can do nothing but stand there in the open door, his heart hammering away in his chest.

Yes, I can. I can do something.

He jumps out. The frozen ground hurts his feet and legs, but he ignores the pain. “Hey! Look here!”

The zombies turn their attention to him, and he finds himself boxed in. Turning, he ducks under the tree house, runs to the other side, and then circles back around.

He sees Grandma get to her feet. The young guy is still trying to get her, and he holds on to her gown for a few more seconds as he’s dragged along for the ride. Then he lets go, and Grandma almost falls down again, but manages to stay up. She runs for the back garden, and Lukas runs after.

“Jaddah!”

She looks back and sees him coming. “For God’s sake, Lukas! I told you to stay!”

“I had to come,” he says, looking back. “They were getting to you, Jaddah.”

“Come on! Hurry up, then!”

They run around the house. Lukas sees Ari’s body right away. He’s lying face down.

“Wait here,” Grandma instructs him. “I’ll fetch the key.”

She runs to Ari, kneels down, mutters a quick prayer, and then searches his pockets.

Lukas looks back to see the first zombies come around the corner. “They’re coming, Jaddah! We need to—“

That’s when something completely unexpected happens.

The zombies collapse. They look like robots and someone yanked their batteries out.

Lukas stares around the garden, expecting to see someone with a gun—a very silent one—but they’re completely alone. He steps closer to look back towards the tree house. It’s not just the front-runners; all of the zombies are lying motionless.

“What … what happened?”

Jaddah is standing next to him. She’s holding Ari’s key, but she’s only staring at the zombies.

“I don’t know,” Lukas says. “They just … stopped.”

For some strange reason, Lukas thinks of Ella at that moment.

She did it. She killed the monster.

“It’s God’s mercy,” Grandma mutters. “Come on, Lukas. Let’s get you inside.”

They walk around to the front of the house. Grandma uses the key and opens the door. She puts a finger over her lips as they step inside and silently close the door behind them.

Grandma stops to listen. Lukas can hear the television going in the living room. The door is ajar, and he can see the back of the couch. Some Netflix movie is on, and the table is full of cans and papers and even one of Grandpa’s wine bottles. The girl clearly had herself a party before she fell asleep on the couch.

Grandma takes his shoulder and leads him the opposite way. She opens the door to his room and gently pushes him inside. It’s still dark in there because the drapes are drawn.

Grandma leans over and whispers into his ear: “Stay here until I come get you. Okay?”

“Okay.”

Then she leaves, closing the door gently.

Lukas just stands there for a moment, enjoying the warmth. He’s trembling violently, and he wants nothing more than to climb into bed and hide under the duvet. He reaches for the switch, flicks it, and turns around.

There’s a grunt, and the girl sits up in bed.

For three long seconds, they just stare at each other.

The girl looks like she can’t figure out whether she’s dreaming or not. Then she throws herself to the side. She’s clearly going for the dresser next to the bed, and Lukas immediately sees why: Ari’s gun is on top of it. He sprints across the floor. The girl is much closer, and she would have gotten to the gun first if her arm hadn’t gotten wrapped up in the blanket. It buys Lukas one extra second, and he reaches the dresser before her.

“No!” she cries out, grabbing at him. “Give me that!”

But Lukas jumps out of her reach and points the gun at her. “Stay back! Don’t come closer!”

The girl gets out of bed, but hesitates. Lukas backs into the corner, holding the gun with both hands.

The girls looks at him with wide eyes. “You don’t … you don’t know how to fire that.”

“I do,” Lukas tells her with as much firmness as he can muster.

“No, you don’t.”

“I do. I did it once before.”

“You’re lying. You can’t shoot me.” She smiles. “It’s not even loaded.”

Lukas looks at the gun. Then he realizes it was a trick, because the girl lunges at him.

Just as she reaches him and grabs the gun, Lukas squeezes the trigger.

A deafening bang.

The girl staggers back, as though someone punched her in the throat. A tiny, red hole has appeared just above her collarbone. She utters a wet gurgle and slaps both hands over her throat. She can’t keep the blood from seeping out through her fingers. Giving off a rasping cough, she sprays out a red mist. She turns around, as though looking for somewhere to go. She tries to walk, but collapses. Coughing, spluttering, gurgling, Marit chokes to death right there on the floor.

Lukas just stares at her.

Then the door is flung open, and Grandma comes bursting in. She runs to Lukas and clutches him, asks him if he’s okay.

He manages to look her in the eye. He’s never felt this tired in his entire life. It feels like even giving Grandma a reassuring smile is too much of an effort. But he manages. And he tells her, “I’m fine, Jaddah.”
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Kristoffer’s back is killing him. His mouth is dry, his palms are sore, and he’s sweating beneath the jacket. Still, he keeps digging.

They’ve been at it for hours. To begin with, it felt like they weren’t making any headway. If it weren’t for the growing piles of dirt on both sides of them, Kristoffer would be inclined to still feel that way. The hill is no longer cursed, but it’s still a grueling task digging into the wet, heavy, clay-filled ground. Yet they are moving forward. One dig at a time.

Dawn has broken, and Rosa and Belinda have joined them, along with Guardian. The dog is eager to help out, and he’s flinging dirt faster than any of them.

Rosa and Belinda had been watching the news, and they told them the great news. On every channel, they said the same thing: Everywhere, the zombies had suddenly and without explanation dropped dead. Really dead.

Kristoffer and Aksel noticed when it happened, some while after Ella went inside.

There were no sounds, at least not any they could detect. But something definitely shifted. At first, Kristoffer’s thought only he felt it. It was like a pressure went away, one that he had barely been aware of. Like when your ears decompressed seemingly out of nowhere and he could suddenly hear better. He paused and looked around the garden, and suddenly it looked much friendlier. It wasn’t just because of the early daylight; the surroundings had somehow returned to how they looked back before Halgrim uncovered the grave.

Kristoffer’s eyes landed on Aksel, who had stopped digging too, and they exchanged a look.

“I think she did it,” Aksel muttered.

“I think she did,” Kristoffer said.

Aksel smiled. “You know what that means, right?”

Kristoffer nodded. “She’s still alive.”

And they resumed digging, faster this time.

Belinda offered to take over Aksel’s job for a while, and he agreed, but only so he could go take a leak. Meanwhile, Rosa went inside Helda’s kitchen and brought out a large can of water. They all drank greedily from it.

Kristoffer is still digging when Rosa asks: “How much more do you need to remove?”

“I think if we’re lucky, we’re halfway there,” Kristoffer tells her, wiping away sweat from his forehead.

“How long can someone survive down there?” Rosa asks in return.

Kristoffer glances at Aksel, then at Belinda. “It depends on how deep the grave is, I guess.”

“How long has it been since the bomb went off?”

“Rosa, I think that’s enough questions for now,” Belinda tells her.

“No, it’s okay,” Aksel says, checking his watch. “It’s been almost six hours now.”

“So, the grave has to be pretty deep for Ella to still be alive,” Rosa concludes. It’s not a question this time.

“You’re right,” Kristoffer admits. “The chances are getting slimmer with every minute, but we can’t stop. We need to—”

“What you need is a bigger goddamn shovel.”

They all turn around at once at the unexpected voice from the house. Guardian, who had his head buried in the hole he’s digging, wheels around and starts growling at the sight of the newcomer.

Kristoffer can hardly recognize him. For one thing, he’s sitting down, which isn’t very much like him. But he’s kinda forced to do so, seeing as one of his legs is missing. On top of that, Ragnar clearly hasn’t shaved for days, and he’s lost both weight and color. His eyes, however, are as alive as ever, as he stares at them from the terrace.

“Jesus Christ,” Aksel exclaims. “You’re not dead?”

“Only on the inside,” Ragnar says grimly.

Guardian runs to him, his hackles raised. The dog sniffs the wheelchair, then the hand that Ragnar extends, and, apparently deciding Ragnar is now a friend, Guardian slinks back to Aksel.

Ragnar wipes his nose and nods towards the hill. “All they’re talking about on the radio is how this thing seems to be over. And I assume whatever the fuck happened this morning, it was you guys who did it. Am I right?”

“Well, yeah,” Kristoffer mutters. “It was our friend, Ella, really. She’s still inside.”

“Did she kill it?”

Kristoffer squints. “I thought you didn’t believe a word I said. I seem to remember you called it ‘supernatural mumbo-jumbo’ …?”

Ragnar moves his jaw as though chewing on a piece of gum. “Let’s just say I’ve … had my views calibrated.”

“You saw it?” Aksel blurts out.

Ragnar sends him a stern look. “It came to my house. It killed Kjell. Well, ‘killed’ would be too pleasant a word to describe it. But he’s certainly dead. Had to pick him off my floor piece by piece after it left.”

Aksel, Belinda and Kristoffer all look at each other.

“That explains why the draug returned so fast,” Aksel says. “I didn’t have to go very far to find Kjell.”

“How long that girl been down there?” Ragnar asks, rolling onto the frozen grass.

“Six hours,” Kristoffer tells him.

“Well, why the fuck are you using those teaspoons to dig her out?”

“We don’t have any—”

“Go to Guggedal’s house. He’s got a mini digger in his garage. I’m sure it’s got enough gas left to move the last of the dirt. And Guggedal won’t be using it anymore—he shot himself in the living room. Assume the keys are somewhere in the house. Break a window if you need to.” Ragnar looks up at Kristoffer. “Go now if you want any chance of getting your girlfriend out alive.”
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It’s getting harder to breathe. She can pull in air all right, but it’s like it’s getting thinner with each inhalation.

Ever since she came back to the entrance, she’s been mostly resting and drifting off now and then. She tries not to go to sleep, because she’s afraid she won’t wake up. She also can’t dig through the huge pile of dirt blocking the opening. She tried at first, but the soil is too heavy, and as soon as she starts working, she gets dizzy.

So, she’s resorted herself to die down here.

Going to sleep won’t be the worst way to go. She probably won’t even notice it happening. Surprisingly, she’s not freezing. The ground is nice and warm.

She doesn’t know if they’re digging for her. She can’t hear anything. Even if they are, it could take them days to reach her.

She takes solace in the fact that she completed her task. She might have saved the world. At the very least, she’s broken the curse. What that means, exactly, she doesn’t know. But she doesn’t need to, either. Her job was just to get it done. Now it’s up to the rest of mankind to pick up the pieces and put them back together. To heal the wounds of all those people who are gone. To rebuild homes, cities, nations, and mostly importantly, trust.

Ella breaks into a coughing fit. Her head is swimming now. She listens one last time, straining her ears for even the tiniest sound, but she still can’t hear anything.

“They’re not coming,” she tells the darkness. “It’s okay. I think I’ll sleep now.”

She adjusts her position a little, folds her arms over her chest and closes her eyes.

She thinks of all the people she’s met these past days. The good and the bad. Her mother. Kristoffer. Aksel. Belinda and Rosa. Her father. Gunhild. Kjell. Lukas.

For some reason, the thought of the boy makes her open her eyes again.

I need to stay alive just a little bit longer, she thinks, not knowing where the thought comes from. But she trusts it. And so she fights hard to keep her eyelids from going back down. Every time she blinks, it’s a battle.

The thought of seeing her mother again starts to feel very tempting. If there’s really an afterlife, she’s sure her mother is waiting there for her. A picture of her appears in front of Ella—she can’t tell if her eyes are open or closed; it makes no difference, all she sees is darkness.

“Stay,” her mom tells her softly. “Just a few more minutes, Ella.”

“Okay,” Ella whispers, blinking a tear from her eye. “Two more minutes. But if nothing happens, I’m coming with you.”

Her mother smiles. “Deal.”

Ella can’t keep her eyes open, so she focuses on her breathing. It’s very faint. The thinnest strip of air going in and out of her nostrils. Her lungs are barely expanding.

That’s it, she thinks. Time’s up.

She lets go with one last, long outbreath, and she feels herself leave her body. There’s a sensation of drifting up, and a glow of light envelops her. It’s not warm like she thought it would be. In fact, the light feels pretty darn cold. It makes her shiver, and she opens her eyes, expecting to see nothing but white. What she sees is the inside of the cave. She’s not floating—she’s still lying on the ground.

But the light is real enough. She turns her head and sees a hole the size of a basketball. That’s where the light is coming from. It’s not a divine glow—it’s plain old daylight. She can make out some kind of machine with a big shovel. Then a face comes into view, blocking most of the light.

She can barely make out his features, but she recognizes his buzzcut hair and his ears.

“Ella!” Kristoffer says, breaking into a wide smile. “You’re alive!”

Ella tries to tell him yes, she’s alive all right, at least she thinks so, but the cold air comes rushing in and fills her lungs, and it makes her cough. Instead, she raises her hand and show him a thumbs-up.

“Don’t worry,” Kristoffer tells her, his voice breaking. “We’re removing the last of the dirt now. Stay right there!”

I’m not going anywhere, Ella thinks as Kristoffer disappears and shouts something to whoever is operating the digger.

Ella turns her head to see if her mother is still there. She’s not. It’s okay, though. She’ll meet her again soon enough.

As the digger comes closer, Ella feels another icy breeze, and she closes her eyes and smiles as she breathes it in all the way, and this time, she doesn’t cough.

* * *

We made it. This is the end of the series.

I just wanted to thank you for reading. I really hope you enjoyed the story. I sure enjoyed writing it.

When the idea for Cadaver came to me, I had already written one pretty long zombie series, called Dead Meat, and I thought I was done with zombies. I thought Dead Meat was pretty satisfying. It had a unique cause for the outbreak, it was epic and written the way I wanted a zombie story to be done. So, I really thought that was it.

But then I stumbled upon the myth of the draug. And I found it so damn cool, I couldn't resist playing with the idea. Scenes started popping into my head. The frozen corpse in the woods. The hole in the old couple's backyard. And that mysterious, deadly monster looming underground, guarding an ancient treasure. It was just too good not to turn into another long series. And so I did.

So, am I done with zombies now?

Depends. If another awesome idea comes to me, I might not have a choice. We'll just have to see what the future brings.

For now, if you haven't yet read the prequel, Draug, you can still get it for free at nick-clausen.com/draug. It tells you all about how Halgrim unknowingly unearthed the draug and sparked the disaster.

Or, if you want to check out Dead Meat, that's available at nick-clausen.com/dead-meat

Either way, you should definitely consider joining my free newsletter, which is the best way to follow along if you want to stay in the loop or reach out and say hi. I’d love to hear from you. You can sign up right now at my website, nick-clausen.com/club

Hope to see you again soon!

—Nick
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