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No one who has ever encountered the


light of winter, the serenity and


innocence of nature, will ever find


equivalent beauty elsewhere.




Prologue


Skarsfjord, December 1978


All sounds were hungrily swallowed by the snow, leaving behind the impression of cotton-stuffed ears. The only noises filling the air were the whispers of the snowflakes, like ghosts telling secrets to each other in the dark of the night.


A little girl with wild blonde hair, dressed in nothing more than just a nightgown. Every one of her steps more agonizing than the one before, but pure terror appeared to keep her from slowing down. She repeatedly looked over her shoulder, only to push forward with even more desperate determination.


Large snowflakes had been falling from above for hours, turning the surroundings into an impassable, frozen wasteland. From time to time the clouds decided to take a rest and opened up the stage to a star sparkling sky.


It was night, which lasted almost all day long in Norway’s north this time of year. The polar night had covered the fjords with a cloak of darkness and transformed the landscape and its high mountains into an eerily beautiful scenery.


A fox with fluffy winter fur stopped dead in its tracks and perked up its ears. Suddenly the sounds of heavy breathing and sobbing cut through the melancholy of the night. Alarmed, the little animal bolted and disappeared in the dense undergrowth of the near-by forest. A white figure appeared, fighting its way through the knee- high layers of snow.


Mari could feel her thighs starting to burn, as if they had been set on fire, and with every step of her naked feet the snow felt like a thousand needles piercing through her skin. She tripped and fell several times but got up each time and continued to run through the snowy night. Not too far behind she could hear the man who was chasing her, calling her name and spitting out curses. She could feel herself getting sick. Desperately she tried to run faster, but her legs were growing weaker and weaker with every step. The snow seemed eager to slow her escape. She was closing in on the forest in front of her, noticing the way it emerged from the snow, so dark and threatening. She turned around and quickly spotted the man who was trying to hunt her down. He was about 50 meters behind her and getting closer.


Swallowed up by the darkness and completely out of breath she reached the first of the trees. Without the snow being quite as high here at least she was able to make better headway. She looked around for a hiding spot, but the surrounding darkness made it hard for her to see. Looking up, she wondered if she would be able to climb one of the trees, but even the lower branches were up so high that with her size, she would have never been able to reach any of them. Tears were streaming down her burning face. Her legs felt like pudding. She started running again. It was getting steeper and she had to fight her way up a slope. Her feet were getting cut by roots and sticks on the ground and she could feel that her legs were about to give in. Her lungs were on fire from the cold air which she drew in greedily. Several times she was hit in the face by small branches that tore her skin open. She could feel something warm trickling down her neck. Behind her she heard the man also reaching the edge of the forest.


Twigs breaking, a loud thud and then more cursing. He had tripped and fallen to the ground, which won her some valuable time. But he would not stay down for long.


Suddenly she stood at the tree line. In front of her, no more trees, just an array of snowy hills. She knew this place all too well.


The snow had stopped falling and the clouds had made room for the stars above. The sky was decorated by different variations of narrow, emerald-green bands; the Northern Lights. Standing on one of the smaller hills, she was looking down on two tiny houses located at the end of the fjord.


Her home!


Despite her rapidly beating heart she looked up and got lost in the green depths of the Northern Lights.


She heard shouting. "Where are you, you filthy little traitor? Answer me!" He crossed over the forest border and stepped out into the snow. Looking all around, he discovered her footprints. Finally, their eyes met.


"Got ya", the man screamed, picking up a branch from the ground, storming towards her.


Mari could not decide if she should keep running or just keep standing there. Her legs were on fire and she barely had control over them anymore. Even if she tried to escape again, he would catch up with her in just a few meters. It was unavoidable. Like a deflated balloon, she had no more strength left in her.


She dropped backwards into the snow and looked up at the pulsating Northern Lights. They were starting to change their forms more.


The landscape was bathed in a light that appeared to be out of this world. Most of all, she was going to miss this view, she thought. Nothing on earth would ever top this moment. The silence of the night, the blinking lights, the cold of the snow and the small puffs of her breath, escaping into the green night sky.


Then she noticed her father’s heavy breathing right next to her. With it came a terrible stench. They locked eyes and a sadistic grin spread across his lips, smug as always when he had her backed into a corner.


"So you were going to betray me?" Her father stood next to her now, face red with rage. Saliva speckled his lips and the yellow teeth in his mouth looked like those of a monster.


For the first time in weeks she felt calm. The tension and fear just melted off her into the snow beneath. With a smile on her face she turned away from him and again looked up into the dancing sky. That is when he lifted his arm and knocked her down with the branch in his hand. The lights disappeared and everything turned black. The world went silent.


~


Skarsfjord, November 25th, 1998


The old house had seen many winters. So many in fact, that every gust of wind caused it to groan with pain. While the storm howled outside, creaking noises could be heard all over the house as it loudly protested its neglect.


For years she had been stuck in this never-ending loop. And she would continue to aimlessly walk through the house forever, the overwhelming despair in her heart keeping her from ever finding peace. The things she once loved had been taken away by the passing of time, leaving behind only emptiness and a home that was no longer a home.


A blonde girl in a white night gown was roaming through the dilapidated building, restlessly looking for something that stayed hidden from the rest of the world. During every one of her forays, she stopped at a window on the top floor and looked out over the fjord. She spent hours doing this on some days. There was no reason, really, she was invisible to the outside world. Not even the mirrors and windows would reveal the girl’s image, as if she was made out of nothing but air.


But one day, as she was standing at the window again, she watched a car pull up to the neighboring house. A girl with impressively long, brown hair got out of the passenger side and stood next to a man in front of the building. The strange girl took her time to admire the house from top to bottom, seemingly unaffected by the cold of winter.


The brown-haired girl climbed the steps to the porch. She approached the door, but before stepping into the house she turned and looked directly at Mari. The blonde girl was able to feel her eyes. For the first time in years she no longer noticed the cold that had long taken over her body. A long-lost glimmer of hope lit up inside of her.


But as she watched the girl entering the house and disappearing from her view, the cold returned as if it had never even left.


Together with the man next to her, probably her father, and a woman who had come out of the house to greet them, they walked towards the front door. The blonde girl intently watched the newcomers, while pressing her palms and nose against the glass. Her breath did not leave behind a single trace of condensation on the window.




Chapter 1


Ringvassøya, November 25th, 1998


Emily Dahl sat in the passenger seat, next to her father Gunnar. She was staring out of the window, watching the world go by. The roads were covered in snow and her father was anxiously clutching the steering wheel. Driving in these treacherous road conditions required his undivided attention. Emily was so tired, that all she could think about was climbing into a soft, warm bed as soon as they arrived at their destination. The slightly bumpy ride was rocking her to sleep and she had to fight the persistent urge to close her eyes. They had been on the road since 6am. From Solothurn to Zürich, from there on to Oslo and then to Tromsø. The trip seemed to go on forever.


And then there was this darkness. Streetlights clearly did not exist in this part of the world. The only visibility was provided by the headlights of the car.


With a sigh she started playing with her long, brown hair in order to pass the time. She noticed her reflection in the passenger window and got distracted with looking at herself. Emily closely examined her nose. It was the same shape as her mother’s. She also had inherited her dimples. Her father had always told her mother how much he loved those dimples. Her eyes got stuck on a small mole below her lips. It had never bothered her in the past, but it started annoying her ever since she recently began paying more attention to it.


The car hit a huge bump and Emily was briefly lifted out of her seat.


"My God, what kind of road is that," her father complained and tightened his grip on the wheel.


Emily shot her father a look and noticed the deep frown on his face. She had always admired his intimidating presence. Friends would barely be able to get a word out whenever they would come over and meet him for the first time.


Meanwhile her father would wink at Emily which had made her laugh. With his reddish hair and his beard, he reminded her of a Viking warrior from a movie. Today however, he was dressed in a Nordic sweater and looked like he could be on the cover of a Scandinavian travel magazine.


Emily went back to gazing out of the window. She had too much time to get lost in her thoughts. It was not good for her. Too quickly, her thoughts always turned back to her mother. That was something she was desperately trying to avoid. Her mind had been torturing her for the last nine months, day and night. It never stopped. Her mother’s passing had pulled her into a never-ending spiral of memories and grief. Everything around her had changed and not in a good way. Her grades had reached historic lows. More than once her father was requested to come speak with the teacher and every time it had ended in a horrible fight between him and his daughter. So it was not at all surprising that she preferred staying in her room, getting lost in a book and shutting out the outside world. Her father had given up on the idea of talking it over with her once he had cooled down. He simply was no longer able to get through to her. Maybe that was the reason why he had started working these long hours. There were quite a few nights throughout the week when she would have to eat dinner alone. He always apologized to her for working late afterwards but it put him in a bad mood. It was not uncommon for him to yell at her whenever her room looked like a pigsty, as he liked to call it.


She could not count how many times she had cried herself to sleep at night. But she knew she was not the only one. She remembered several occasions when she heard her father secretly crying, too. In these moments, her grief almost overwhelmed her and tore her apart.


Then, one night, she was laying in bed with her nose in a book. Her father came into her room and sat down next to her. He had a serious look on his face.


"Life hasn’t been easy for us lately, don’t you think?"


Emily nodded briefly and kept on reading.


Her father gently pushed her book down. A gesture meant to challenge her to meet is eyes. "You and I are going through some pretty rough times. The grief has practically paralyzed us. We can’t function the same way we did before. So many things have changed. The late nights at work, the things I am neglecting at home, your grades and all the people that want to talk about mom, over and over and over again. All of that is so incredibly difficult. But the fact that we are drifting away from each other, that’s worse. That’s what hurts the most. That, and the pain I see in your eyes." He paused briefly, reaching out to take her hand.


Emily wanted to get back to reading but she realized that it would not have been right.


"I think it’s time that we get up and shake off the dust. We need a change, you and I. How do you feel about going away from here? We could buy a nice house with a nice big yard and a view of the water. How do you feel about that idea?"


Emily looked at him with big eyes. "You want to leave this place? Where are we supposed to go?", she responded in a sudden onset of defiance.


"Norway. To the northernmost part. Do you remember the vacation we took there, when we were staying in that little house by the lake?"


Emily did remember. She had always loved going to Norway. But that was for vacation. Living there was a completely different story. Here, she was in familiar surroundings. This is where her friends were, where her home was. And even more importantly, all of the memories of her late mother were here, too. But she also knew that these were the very memories that her father was trying to run away from. He had told her many times throughout the last few months that while memories could be a beautiful thing, they also had the power to destroy you. He was suffering just as much as she was. On top of it, he missed his home country. She had overheard him talking about it to her mother on several occasions. Still, she felt like she could not just pick up and leave.


Her father had looked at her with his hazel eyes. "I know that the loss of your mother has brought you a lot of pain. The same goes for me. I can understand why you are pushing everyone away. It’s a natural reaction, really. But I know that it will eventually eat you up inside if this continues. We have to make a change. It’s true, we both have suffered a traumatic loss, but that makes it even more so important that we stick together. Support each other. That we continue on our path, you and me. I know from my own experience that if we stay, the memories will kill us. Every little thing around here reminds us of mom." He paused and took a deep breath. "Maybe it would be better, for the both of us, if we left this place and started a new life somewhere else."


Emily just shrugged her shoulders and stared at a spot on the wall.


Her father gently placed a kiss on her forehead, got up and walked to the door. There he hesitated. "In Norway, I wouldn’t have to work as much so we could spend more time together. And the best thing is, we would be close to Grandma. You could see her as often as you like." He looked at her for a while, as if he was waiting for an answer, then sighed softly when he was met with only silence. "I don’t want to give you any pressure. Just sleep on it and when you are ready we’ll talk more, okay?"


Emily nodded and turned her back to him. Her father closed the door and she stayed behind, alone with her thoughts again.


What was she supposed to do with herself at the end of the world? She wondered if they even had any movie theaters there, or malls for that matter. Not to mention, her friends would not be there either. Although, if she was honest with herself, those four walls surrounding her had mostly taken her friends’ place. The memories of her mother had turned into an addiction. The adventure stories she was reading were her only escape. She went on excursions with Tom Sawyer or explored mysterious houses with The Three Investigators. That was the only time when she felt safe and protected.


For a long four weeks of daily contemplation she thought about the move, weighing its pros and cons. Her father did not bring it up much during that time. He gave her the space she needed.


Then, on a rainy day in September, she visited the cemetery where she was approached by an elderly woman walking with a cane. The lady was wearing a long dress with red flowers on it and her flowy hair was as white as snow. Emily thought that it was strange to see a woman of this age with hair that long.


"Hello!" the woman greeted her with a voice, that sounded of a long life. "I see you out here almost every day. Who are you coming to see so often?"


Emily did not really want to talk to anyone, but she felt strangely drawn to the old lady.


"I am visiting my mother", Emily said.


"Ah", was the woman’s only response.


Emily waited a bit, to see if the woman would add anything else but she appeared to be deep in thought, staring at the many headstones lined up in front of them.
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