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Kill your darlings


Greetings, my dearest and purest readers around the world. From a dark basement apartment in New York to a sunlit beach in Auckland, from a crowded Tube station in London to the silent courtyards of Himalayan monasteries—and finally, even to film producers seated at heavy oak tables in Hollywood—I have stories for you. Dark and macabre visions. But first, you must understand my strengths and weaknesses—that I am a Finnish elf. An elf. I communicate with the beasts of the forest more easily than I translate my own Nordic language into English. So forgive me if my words sound rough and untamed, dirty and raw. They are not as sharp as the gutting knife at my rope belt. Still—you must understand me. And if you do not, stay away from the sauna. For your own sake.


- The Sauna Elf,


Time and place unknown










Preface


This was supposed to be a movie, a folklore fantasy horror from Finland, but it never got made. Simply put, I was left alone with this, and this solitude has now lasted exactly twenty years. (Streamers and fireworks.)


I wrote the first short film on the subject in 2004 (The fourth chapter: “The Bloodbath”), when I was a young, amateur film enthusiast. I revisited the script in film school in 2006, and I wrote the first full-length script in 2014 (The first chapter: “A Beautiful Day” is the prologue from this). The fifth chapter, “The Kekri Goat” also received script funding from the Finnish Film Foundation, but Finnish film industry didn’t understand this vision either, so here we are—I have this book to offer you.


So, the stories in this book are overflowing with elements of The Sauna Elf movie that doesn’t yet exist—many ideas and cinematic visions gathered over the years. Although the scenes move more slowly on the page than on the screen, I hope some fleeting moments come alive in your imagination, offering glimpses of the film. Whether those moments are good or bad doesn’t matter to me; what’s more important is that they feel interesting—that they evoke emotions and thoughts—experiences.


- Aki Mäkiaho,


Aug 26, 2024 in Helsinki, Finland









Acknowledgments:


Terhi, Leon & The Cats. Henkka & Teemu. Ile, The first believer since 2004. Raija Talvio. The Finnish Film Foundation for supporting “Saunatonttu” (The Sauna Elf) film scripts—Marjo Valve (in memory of) & Pekka Uotila.









Excerpt from the first Finnish Bible:


""the Elf ruled many fates, as the Devil led many astray.""


- The bishop Mikael Agricola,


Anno Domini 1551










the first chapter


“A Beautiful Day”
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“This is a spiritual product of sorts, if this has to fit into some category, but for example this isn’t like the Bible or the Quran. No one believes in the stories of this book.”


- The Sauna Elf,


Time and place unknown


Sauna guest books are often dull and messy to read. Just like visitor books. There are years, dates, weekdays, scribbles, well-wishes, shame, agony, pain—various entries scattered across centuries, from here and there, whenever and wherever. Hideous chicken scratch and, at times, such minuscule and cramped cursive that not even an all-seeing elf could decipher it. Worst of all, suddenly—nothing but emptiness.


Empty pages. Empty, empty, empty pages one after another, emptiness.


People haven’t picked up a pen in ages. They have their smartphones now, and it seems that those devices provide everything a healthy body and mind could ever need. The internet, social media—things I don’t understand in the slightest, but those must be magnificent, pure places since people spend so much time there, so much that they no longer have time to heat up the sauna. Relics like me don’t use smartphones, and since I have these blank, untouched pages lie before me, I’ve decided to empty a few of my thoughts onto them. Few things are as pure as a refined thought, written down for all to see.


I am old and worn. The passing days have begun to blend together, becoming harder to grasp with each passing year. I apologize if times and places become unclear in my stories. They are what they are—let’s not care about them. I only wish to speak out of the meaning of purity, and what dirt, filth and spiritual decay can bring forth. I feel this is important. This may be your salvation.


I have observed my surroundings and spied on people for a long time, for centuries. I have watched and overseen the affairs, the sacred rituals of the world, wherever and whenever they unfolded. But for some time now, I have remained hidden, out of sight. You cannot see me unless I choose to be seen, yet you may have heard of me. At least, there are still mentions of me in fairy tales, though no one believes in those anymore, not even children. Once, ‘in the Year of Our Lord 1551’ I appeared on the first pages of the Bible, and even the Church believed in me. ‘The elf ruled many fates, as the devil led many astray.’ Here—in Finland—The Holy Scripture compared me to the devil himself. Branded me a servant of Satan. The people quickly learned to fear me, to turn against me. And it did not help that heretics were being burned at the stake. Thus, the Church brought their own sin-washer into my place. Well, I didn’t mind. I never sought fame, so I willingly faded into the shadows, away from human affairs. Today, I am nothing but air to you. At most, you have glimpsed me as steam rising above the sauna stove or mist lurking beneath the sauna benches. Maybe some of you can still remember that I can take physical, carnal form. That happens rarely, only when my filters clog, when the filth of the world clouds my mind and... I appear, and...


I am no storyteller. I am The Sauna Elf, spirit of sauna— the incarnation of dirt, filth and spiritual decay. And I have decided to fill these empty pages with memoirs; stories I have witnessed with my own eyes. Believe them or not, it makes no difference. But after this, the next time you see mist hovering over a lake in the early morning hours, you will remember me. You may still refuse to believe, for such things defy reason, but now, a crack has formed in your thoughts. And it will trouble you. Because now you understand, don’t you, that there is more to this world than what you see. I am here. Watching. I am the feeling of being followed. The fleeting shadow at the edge of your vision when you turn your head. I spy and I remain hidden, yet I am everywhere, in all places. I see you, but few have ever seen me. The unfortunate ones who have met me did not live to tell the tale. The dead tell no stories. That's why I must tell mine by myself. I can no longer bear this revulsion within me. The filth, all the corruption and the spiritual decay among people seems only to grow with each passing year. Soon, I will be nothing but a butcher. People must find more time for the sauna. On the warm benches of sauna, peace of mind and purity come effortlessly. Regular purification would ease the burden for all of us. So bathe, come to sauna, my good fellow people.


I have met lots of troubled people, witnessed too many filthy things, and faced an unfathomable amount of violence. Now, I will tell you some of these events as best I can, hoping that my stories might bring a touch of purity to this polluted world. I will begin with how I ended up here, where I am now—filling these empty pages of this Sauna Book.


The present day. Somewhere in Finland, unpredictably far, yet surprisingly close. It all depends on you, where you are and how you perceive it. Did I remember to warn you, that in my world, here in the spiritual world, time and place blur together into an indistinguishable porridge. The present day, in any case. This happened yesterday. Or perhaps the day before. Not many suns have passed since, that much is certain.


I had once again drifted for hours in the night mist, lingering until the early morning dew. This often happens when no one comes to the sauna to bathe, and I am left idle. Eventually, I stirred awake as dust upon the road and whirled along as a cloud of dirt, following Mirjami into the old and tiny Rasivaara village. Mirjami has a fine little sauna, built by her father, standing at the edge of a field, nestled in the forest’s embrace. Over the years, it has witnessed many sorrows and joys, but for a long time now, it has served only as a place for bathing. Mirjami is old and lonely, a kind and gentle lady. She has often remembered me, cooking porridge in my honor. Belief in beings like me has been passed down through her family for generations. And I fear Mirjami may have been the last who truly believed in me. My kind—the elves.


That day the sun shone bright and heavy all morning, cast its own steam over the land, beating down from an almost cloudless sky. Only a few wisps of vapor scratched the perfect blue dome above. Mirjami didn’t seem to enjoy the stifling heat of the sun, which was strange. I have learned that people usually relish the steam when it is hot and heavy. I haven’t used my sense of touch in a long time. I see no use for it. Taste and smell go hand in hand, useful when I'm dealing with animals, but I rarely bother to use those senses either. Hearing and sight—those are my most important tools. I keep them sharp, even though I have only one good eye left. The other was lost in the Great Fire of Turku on the fourth of September, 1827. I remember that day very well. Nearly the entire city burned to the ground. Countless saunas went with it, and with them, all their sauna books. Many Sauna elves were left without a home that day. Since then, I have had only little patience for cursing and beer steins in the sauna.


For some reason, people have been granted the same senses as elves, but unlike us, they use them recklessly. People and their daily walks. They wander all around, observing surroundings with their senses wide open, making strange observations and then shouting them at one another. ‘Good morning, Väinö. A beautiful day today,’ Mirjami remarked when she met the old man from the neighboring farm by the roadside. A peculiar way to look up at the sky and declare the day’s fate in advance. Of course, by opening our eyes and looking around, we see things—and quite often, we see things that others do not. It's a miraculous thought if you truly stop to think about it. But since miracles happen outside the bounds of your understanding, perhaps it is best not to dwell on them. It is easier to simply look and believe what you see. Experiences drawn from direct perception are far simpler to accept. So, when Mirjami gazed at the sky, she had no way of knowing what kind of day awaited her. She merely wished for a beautiful day—and received whatever was meant to come.


So, the sun shone brightly, and the warmth lingered. A new day lay ahead for Mirjami, and I knew exactly how she felt. There is something familiar, something safe, in being utterly unaware of what the day may bring. The world reveals itself to us exactly as it is. I have come to appreciate that thought. ‘A beautiful day.’ Perhaps Mirjami was partly right. Perhaps, if one looks deep enough, even in ugliness, there is something beautiful to be found. To me, this day was ugly. Unspeakably ugly. But then again, maybe it’s just me. I am ugly. I’m filthy. My skin is stained with soot and smoke, marred by the scars of old burns. My long, tangled hair, blackened by ash, falls over my ruined eye. My fingers are long and thin, their joints thick, their tips ending in sharp claws, rending claws, like those of a beast. My body is weak and withered, gaunt and skeletal, tall as haystack pole. It is better this way—that I manifest only as steam or smoke. As dust, or mist. I am a monster. I should not take form. I should not make myself flesh, like a human. But sometimes, I cannot help it. ‘...And forgive us our trespasses, As we forgive them that trespass against us...’ A cough broke my thought, followed by a chuckle. That quote, it always gets me. Now, where was I? Where were we?


Ah, yes, we were on our way to the village—Mirjami’s ‘Beautiful day,’ wasn’t that it? I still remember the events of that day as if they happened just yesterday. Wait… was it yesterday?


In any case, the rye field basked in the scorching sun, bathed in light and heat. Beyond the field, a dense coniferous forest loomed in the distance, its heavy lower branches sagging as if gasping for air, casting a grim presence. Cutting through the landscape was an old, lifeless road, its edges cracked and overgrown with weeds. Along this road, Mirjami trudged forward, leaning on her rolling walker. The hot air shimmered above the fractured asphalt, which was split and crumbling, bursting with dry grass and stubborn roots. The grass at the roadside had withered into a brittle yellow, and in the dried-out ditch lay the carcass of a hare, nothing but skin and bone. Its eye sockets were hollow, black voids, impossible to ignore. Even without eyes, it stared. A dark, hollow, eyeless stare. But it wasn’t just the empty gaze that caught my attention, it was the thin, sharp bones protruding from the edges of its eye sockets, piercing through the shriveled skin and decayed flesh. The sight was revolting… and yet, somehow, fascinating. The rancid stench of rotting fur and putrid meat had drawn a swarm of flies, their offspring writhing in a thick, seething mass. Tiny, white maggots pushed their glistening heads up from the decaying pulp, squirming like—like a quietly boiling porridge. A human might feel their skin crawl at such a sight. I, on the other hand, felt an urge to breathe in deep. I enjoy the scent of death sometimes. The sweet aroma of fireweed blossoms blended with the sickly stench of decomposing flesh, accompanied by the ceaseless drone of corpse flies. It was a rich, layered scent, filling the hollows of my keen nose, seeping into my smokefilled lungs, making me forget, if only for a moment, where I was. When I came to, Mirjami was gone. Death had once again wrapped me in its embrace, making me lose track of everything else. But I did not chastise myself for it. Over the centuries, I have learned to allow myself time. So, with no regrets, I left the hare’s remains to the cycle of life and rose as dust from the roadside ditch, lifting myself above it all. From my new vantage point, I spotted Mirjami ahead on the road and resumed my quiet pursuit.


I apologize if my thoughts sometimes stray and wander into details. But this is how it all happened, just as I have written it here. We, the elves, the spirits of houses have unlimited access to details, and I see no reason to leave anything out. There are still plenty of empty pages left, and my intention is to leave behind a complete and clear picture of these events.


So, it was a sunny summer day. Before me lay a field, with a dark forest looming beyond it, and cutting through it all was an old, worn-out road. Let’s forget Mirjami’s ‘beautiful day’—this story has nothing to do with that. A pure day, let’s call it that. In the end, it became pure, but we’ll get to that later.


By the roadside that cuts through the fields stands a small, pale wooden building, a village shop that has served its customers for decades. The shifting seasons have caused its light-colored paint to peel and flake away. The building looks rough and worn. The house elf has done its best, believe me when I say that, but houses simply age, and there are no protective spells that can keep things forever new and gleaming. Just think about our seasons, four relentless trials, each more brutal than the last. Autumn’s biting winds and the torrential rains they bring. Winter’s frozen drifts and bonechilling frosts. Spring’s endless dampness, the ceaseless slush and flowing melt. And finally, summer’s sun, weeks upon weeks of searing heat and piercing light. And yet there it still stood, the village shop. Its peeling paint deserved respect. The shop has fought for its existence for a long time, and despite everything, yet, it was still in service. It hadn’t been easy for shopkeeper Timonen. The customers, the people, had moved to the city in search of a better life, returning to the countryside only to purify themselves. To recharge their spiritual reserves. And nothing good had come of it. In the city, people become so polluted that the collision between rural tranquility and urban chaos is—Life in these two worlds is just too different. Cities are filled with all kinds of filth, which, for some reason, people seem to consume eagerly. I don’t quite understand it. I don’t even want to think about it, yet I find myself wondering about it more often than I should.


In front of the village shop, there were a few round wooden tables, which had rotted over the years to the point of being almost unusable. Around these fragile tables, three abandoned plastic garden chairs stood, all faded nearly colorless. At the base of one chair sat an empty glass pickle jar, which had been re-purposed for a new, rather prominent duty as an ashtray. Despite this, cigarette butts were scattered everywhere across the yard. People who consume tar and smoke are filthy—they don’t seem to care much for themselves or their surroundings. Do you realize that a cigarette butt takes twenty years to decompose? Twenty years. They belong in the trash, not in nature.


At the base of the store’s stone foundation, buried beneath dust and sand, lay a ‘Hartwall Jaffa’ sun umbrella. I still remember when it was first put up. Back then, this shop was the heart of the village, the center of all events and gatherings. There were balloons, and children running around the store, laughing and drinking Jaffa-soda. Adults sat under this very same umbrella, seeking shade from the sun, gossiping about the village affairs. And this wasn’t even that long ago, a few decades, maybe three. Perhaps four? But now, the village shop has withered, just like the countryside itself. Looks’s like it’s dying right before my eyes. This might be gone soon. And I will miss it.


Mirjami approached the store at her own unhurried pace, without any sense of rush. As always, she wore a scarf to shield her head. When visiting the village, she opted for her finer, light-colored, plain scarf. She was dressed in her worn, calf-length summer dress, its floral pattern faded over the years. Support stockings peeked from beneath the hem, and on her feet were old but well-cared-for leather shoes. Her wrinkled hands gripped the black plastic handles of her walker tightly as its creaking wheels rolled from the worn asphalt onto the dusty gravel. On the shop’s door hung an old, sun-bleached gambling Lotto advertisement, alongside the familiar tabloid headlines: ‘The Heatwave Continues’ and ‘Sunshine Will Last Through the Weekend.’ Slowly, Mirjami straightened her hunched body and lifted her trembling yet determined gaze toward the shop door ahead. Beneath her scarf, her sunken eyes and thin, deeply lined face came into view. But as often, Mirjami’s eyes smiled. She had always a habit of seeing the good side of things. Her thoughts were easy to read in her gaze, now she believed that she had reached the halfway point of her long and arduous trip to the shop. Oh good faithful Mirjami, that’s what you thought.


Mirjami parked her walker at the base of the store’s door and carefully shuffled forward. I watched her frail movements with growing concern. Her unsteady steps followed one another hesitantly, but at last, her trembling hand reached for the door. A relieved yet powerless grip took hold of the handle, and Mirjami pulled. Against all expectations, the door flew open. From inside the store, a young man with a buzz cut burst out. He wore a sleeveless shirt and a pair of skin-tight jeans, torn at the crotch. In one clenched fist, he gripped a wad of cash—in the other, a handgun swung wildly. His frantic gaze, pupils sharp as needles, flickered between his hands in admiration—money and a weapon. The man seemed to be in a state of euphoria, but the sight of Mirjami standing before him yanked him back to reality in an instant. Mirjami was yelling a piercing scream, clutching her forearm, where both bones jutted out grotesquely. Her hand dangled limply toward the ground, attached only by flesh and skin. A flood of blood stained her faded summer dress. The young man who had burst from the store recoiled, stumbling backward, his eyes wide as he stared at the wailing old woman and her shattered arm.


“What... the... hell?”


After uttering those words, the shocked young man shoved the screaming Mirjami out of his way and took off running. Mirjami hit the ground with a heavy thud. Dust billowed up, and her cries fell silent. The store door swung shut, only to be flung open again a moment later. A young woman rushed out after the fleeing man, her arms full with a 24-pack of beer. Stacked on top of the case were several cartons of cigarettes, two bottles of strong liquor, a bag of potato chips, and a few chocolate pudding cups. She had long blonde hair with dark roots peeking through. Her outfit was a disaster to my eyes, ridiculously short athletic shorts that barely covered anything, her round buttocks spilling into view. Her crop top was just as terrible, its neckline so loose and stretched that it did little to cover her big breasts above the heavy burden she was carrying.


“Wait up, these are heavy,” she whined.


Her breasts bounced, and the liquor bottles clinked atop the beer case as she hurried after the young man. One of the bottles slipped from her overloaded arms, plummeting to the ground and shattering like a bomb. Dust burst into the air, glass shards scattered in all directions, and liquor splashed across the pavement. The woman only laughed as she ran.


“Fu...ck, this is so cool!” she hollered, cackling as she disappeared down the road.


Over the centuries, I have learned that money is important to people, whether it comes in the form of copper coins or paper bills. Whenever people have it, they celebrate— drinking and praising each other in the heat of the sauna. On bad days, when there is no money or the frost has taken their crops, people drink even more. They sit alone in silence on the wooden benches, sulking. Weapons, on the other hand, have throughout history driven people mad. Nothing good has ever come from weapons. I’ve tried to forget all those poor people who were shot against a sauna wall or executed in a field during the wars. Drinking, murders, executions. Money and weapons turn people into lunatics. I’ve seen it too many times—and here we are again.


Mirjami, shoved aside in the action, lay motionless on the ground in front of the store. Her broken arm rested in a pool of blood, twisted into an angle the hand was never meant to be in. The bones of her forearm jutted out from torn flesh, but the bleeding had already ceased. Her glassy, death-stricken eyes stared into the dusty earth. Blood that had trickled from the corner of her mouth dried into a crust over her old, wrinkled face, now claimed by dust. The sun loomed high above, pouring even more heat onto the scene. Soon, the first carrion fly arrived, rubbing its tiny hands together at the feast of ripening flesh. Mirjami remained where she had fallen. Her trip to the store had come to an end. What had happened to shopkeeper Timonen remained unclear, as I felt an undeniable pull to go and spy on my new, filthy acquaintances, whom I suspected had come from the city. Did I not say that city folk flee to the countryside when they crave peace and purity? In other words, nature and the sauna. These bastar... These people seemed restless and poisoned, the exact kind of crooks who often sought for the peaceful places, like the sauna, where they would leave all their filth in my care. That’s how this works, and I don’t mind. In a way, I see myself as a filter between the spiritual and physical worlds. The purification of those who enter the sauna happens solely through me. My humble, unassuming duty is simply to ensure that all dirt, filth, and spiritual decay remain within the sauna. I make life purer. That is why I am here.


The young couple set up camp at the edge of the forest, hiding there until sunset. They celebrated their great success by smoking cigarettes and eating chocolate pudding and potato chips. Of course, they left their trash scattered across the forest, which was infuriating. I could feel the filth accumulating, growing inside me. With every passing moment, my revulsion deepened. It’s very difficult to put this feeling into words, but I’ll try. Imagine an old tin of herring, long forgotten in the back of a storage room. Beneath its lid, bloated fish float in a thick mustard sauce, covered in patches of mold. Now, snap the lid open and let the sickly-sweet stench invade your sinuses, flooding your senses to their absolute limits. Take one of those rancid, moss-covered morsels and put it in your mouth. Swallow it. Swallow, even though it isn’t meant to be eaten. Feel it cling to your throat, refusing to go down, clawing its way back up. A violent gag reflex grips your entire body, convulsing you with heaving spasms. Tears flood your eyes, but the rotten fish remains inside you, forcing its way deeper, settling into your guts, saturating you with nausea. This is how I feel every time people act with careless disregard. I am forced to swallow this festering disgust, powerless to stop it. Cleanliness is only half the meal.


As the sun dipped below the treeline, the man and woman finally continued on their way. They tried hitchhiking, but the road was deserted. Only a single white Toyota passed us by, its elderly driver stepping on the gas the moment he spotted the suspicious-looking drifters on the roadside. After lazily dragging along the gravel roadside for some time, the young couple spotted a darkened farmhouse beyond a field of tall grass. Something about the dark farm pulled them towards to it. I can’t explain it, but one thing was certain, I knew that place. Before us lay Mirjami’s farm. My companions veered off the road, cut across the open field, and made their way toward the lifeless farm. I could already picture them settling into the sauna. Mirjami’s father had built that old log sauna long ago, and for decades, it had been a sanctuary of purity. I had tended to it since the very first steam rose from its stones, believing I would have to abandon it now that Mirjami was gone. But fate had granted me a reason to return, at least this one last time. A deep sense of satisfaction stirred within me as I let the evening breeze take hold. It swept through me, carrying me across the field. Soon, I became a mist at the young couple’s feet, feeling their every step as they walked through me again and again. I closed the path cut trough the mist behind them, and didn’t let them out of my sight anymore. They were my guests now. And it was my duty to watch over them.


The tall, dry grass rustled as the man cut through it step by step, both of them swatting at the air as they went. Insects buzzed around them, common flies, horseflies and especially mosquitoes, which multiplied as the sky darkened. As they came close to Mirjami’s farm, the sweat-drenched man came to a halt, breathed heavily, and observed the scene before him. The farmhouse stood dim and lifeless. Moments later, the panting young woman caught up, dropping the pack of beer, cigarettes, and a bottle of liquor into the grass before collapsing at the man’s feet.


“I can’t go any further,” she gasped.


The young man paid no attention to his woman. He merely wiped the sweat from his face and bent down to tear open the pack of beer. His hands trembled like those of a nerve-ridden wreck as he cracked open a can. After taking a long gulp of the sun-warmed beer, he stood still, staring at the farmhouse ahead. His tongue flicked over his damp lips as if he were deep in thought. I remember stopping to wonder myself—what went on inside the head of a person like that? Beneath all that filth, spiritual decay, and festering misery, was there still something worth salvaging? And I found something. Or at least I thought I did. Somewhere in that wretched husk of a man, there was still some trace of goodness left. A trace a mother’s love. Longing. Some simple primal things, beautiful things, buried at the very bottom of that human dirtbag.


Mirjami’s farm was deserted. A cluster of dilapidated, aging buildings stood in the yard: a farmhouse cabin, a barn, a cowshed, a chicken coop, and a well. No signs of life anywhere. Not even Kimmo, the neighbor’s cat, who sometimes wandered into my sauna at dusk to rest. The man and woman stared in silence, motionless, at the eerie stillness of the farm. The dark windows of the cabin exuded gloom, crickets chirped, and mosquitoes buzzed. The man took another swig of his beer, wiped the sweat from his forehead once more, and voiced his simple observation out loud.


“This place is completely dead.”


After saying this, the man headed toward the farm’s humble cabin, beer can in hand, and made his decision as he went.


“We're staying here.”


The woman stood there dumbfounded, staring at their loot scattered in the grass: the torn-open beer case, cigarettes, and a bottle of liquor.


“Oh, come on! You expect me to carry all this?”


The man turned around and startled the woman by shushing her before raising his voice, now louder than ever before.


“What the fuck... What if someone’s actually in there? Don't you think I need to keep these available if I have to beat the shit out of somebody?”


Being careful not to spill his beer, the man flexed and tensed his thin arms, where veins bulged more than muscles. The handgun rested proudly at his waist, just above his navel, and one of his front pockets bulged with crumpled bills. After his brief display, he reached into the other front pocket of his tight pants and pulled out a small brown bottle, sprinkling white powder onto the back of his free hand. Drugs, familiar stuff. This substance had already become common in the cities, but now it had found its way here, too. I knew, I felt, that nothing good ever came from drugs, just like with any other intoxicant, and my concern deepened. After snorting the powder, the man, now bursting with energy, kept moving.


“Whoo-haa, here we go, baby! I need a shower.”


The man went on his way, leaving the young woman alone with her sarcastic thoughts.


“What a great man, truly a great man.”


She shook her head and bent down to pick up the loot. Her breasts almost burst out from under the revealing neckline of her top, and she hurried to fix the situation.


“Easy now girls, let’s not get too excited.”


After adjusting her top, the woman grabbed her breasts, making sure they were in place before crouching down to gather the scattered loot from the grass. But, the man was gone, and all that remained before her was a narrow path of trampled hay. The landscape darkened further, and I felt the shift in the atmosphere. Without realizing it, the woman had been left alone, and fear caught up with her. I drifted past her feet as a mist and followed the path after the man. I only wanted to show the way, but the woman must have been scared by me. She rolled through me, rushing down the flattened trail as fast as she could with her arms full.


“Hey, wait!”


I drifted effortlessly ahead of her and settled over the vegetable patch by the cabin to spy on them. The harvest looked good, Mirjami had always taken great care of her small plots. She never forgot to water them if the sun blazed for too long.


The man stood still at the corner of the cabin, drinking his beer in deep thought. The warm, flat liquid twisted his face into a grimace, and he tossed the can aside. The anxious woman hurried over, her arms full, her breath quick with concern as she caught sight of the man's expression. She adjusted her grip on the heavy load and took a hesitant step closer.


“What is it? Is someone home?” she asked, her voice edged with unease.


The man slapped the back of his neck, killing a mosquito that had managed to sting him.


“No,” he murmured, shaking his head slowly. “Something else, entirely.”


A breeze stirred the tall grass around them, carrying with it the scent of damp earth and old wood. The woman shivered, though the air was still warm. The man was no longer staring at the cabin but in a completely different direction. The woman followed his gaze and spotted a narrow path in the grass, winding past a few birch trees toward the forest. At the end of the path, on the edge of the field, stood a sauna. My sauna. The small, dark building nestled beneath the evergreen trees looked ominous, and the forest behind it seemed downright cursed. A shiver ran through me as I realized the man was still weighing his options, his eyes flicking between the sauna and the cabin’s window. The empty, dark cabin seemed to be inviting them in, luring them to trespass.


The horror took hold of me, and I rushed to adorn the sauna. I spread myself between it and the dark forest, weaving a veil of mist behind the small building, illuminated by the moon that had risen with the night. I hoped the sauna would stand out, appearing almost magical. And just as the man was turning back toward the cabin, his gaze drifted once more to the sauna. I had succeeded. He noticed it, felt the shift in the atmosphere, without the faintest idea that I was the one behind it. Enchanted, he wiped the sweat from his brow, his eyes fixed on the sauna, now framed beautifully by the moonlit mist.


“Finally something cool,” he murmured.


“Cool,” I thought, feeling like the happiest elf in the entire village at that moment. The man grabbed the woman and led her down the narrow path toward the sauna.


“This is gonna be an epic night baby. Just look at that place.”


The sauna, adorned with my mist and nestled in the shadows of the forest, had clearly made an impression on him.


The young couple stopped in front of the sauna, staring at it in silence. Up close, the old and modest sauna was a stark sight, no longer as breathtaking as it had seemed from a distance, and there was nothing I could do about it. The pale green paint was peeling away in flakes. On the front, there was a single miserable little window, and beside it, a low, unassuming door. Against the right side of the building leaned a pair of skis that had rested there for decades. A few bent nails jutted from the wall, one of them holding an old, rusted scythe. Behind the sauna sat a rain barrel, a couple of rotting paint cans, and the dense forest beyond. On the left side stood a wood shed, its corrugated metal roof rusted through in places, riddled with holes. Above the wood shed, a small window let in light to the sauna’s narrow dressing area. In front of the shed stood a worn chopping block, with an old axe embedded in it. The axe had been idle for a long time, Mirjami hadn’t done any woodwork in ages. Still pondering his decision, the man walked up to the sauna door and pulled the handle. To his surprise, it opened effortlessly.


“Cool,” he muttered, a pleased grin tugging at the corner of his lips.


“Cool,” that nice word again. I liked that word. I smiled as the man disappeared into the sauna’s darkness, with the woman hurrying in after him.


The sauna’s dressing room was small and cramped. A narrow window near the ceiling let in just enough light for a person to see. The space was simple, one long bench ran along the wall, and opposite it, a small rack held two worn-out towels that had seen better days. The man kicked off his sneakers, peeled off his damp, sweat-soaked socks, and dug his toes into the rough rag rug on the floor. The cool, coarse texture sent a pleasant shiver through him.


“Aah, this feels amazing,” he sighed, stretching his toes against the fabric.


The woman kicked off her sneakers as well, but she didn’t have time to test the feel of the rug beneath her feet before the man had already slipped through the narrow door beside the coat rack, disappearing into the steam room. Hurriedly, she scrambled after him, struggling with all the loot in her arms. Just as the door was about to close, she wedged herself through, managing to squeeze in behind him.


The steam room felt smaller than the dressing room and even more cramped. I could see that in their expressions. On the stone floor sat a plastic bucket and a wooden pail. A ladle, forged by Mirjami’s son in elementary school, stuck out from the pail. The wooden handle bore the inscription “Antti 7B,” though time had faded the lettering. There was also a narrow wooden footstool on the floor, one step up to the benches. The seating, about waist-high, could fit three people at a time if needed, or one person lying down. Mirjami often liked to stretch out and listen to the crackling of the fire in the stove. I had the feeling that sometimes, she deliberately burned damp and resinous wood just to make it more noisy. In front of the benches stood a wood-heated water cauldron and a small sauna stove, with a few dry logs always ready between them. The only light seeping into the steam room came from a small window near the door. Beneath it was a simple washing area, and on the narrow windowsill lay old toothbrushes, a bar of soap, and a box of matches. I watched as the man surveyed the room, measuring the limits of his disappointment. I feared they might turn back. But instead, he took it all in with surprising optimism.


“Well, it’s a sauna. It’ll do the job.”


I jumped with joy, making the log beams creak overhead. The woman startled and turned her gaze upward, staring at the groaning ceiling. The torn-open beer case, cigarettes, and liquor bottle still weighed heavily in her arms. Fear compounded her disappointment, and she hesitated.


“Should we just check the cabin first?” she asked cautiously. “I mean, maybe there’s a shower or—”


Her words were abruptly cut off as the man suddenly shoved his hand inside her neckline, pulling one of her breasts free.


“No more checking, baby. It’s time to celebrate.”


He stuffed as much of her voluptuous breast into his mouth as he could, making obscene, animalistic noises. The woman let out a startled gasp, struggling to adjust her grip on the things she was holding. Disgusting. Lustful acts had certainly taken place in my sauna before, but this caught me off guard, and for some reason, I felt a deep, twisting sickness watching him devour her like a starving animal. I decided to retreat beneath the sauna benches to collect myself. Things were simply happening, I had no control over them, no power to stop them. A deep sense of helplessness settled over me. I wanted to purify these people, to free them from their earthly desires and fleshly urges, but I no longer knew how. They were steeped in filth, entangled in everything material and carnal, and I was running out of ways to reach them. Then, a forgotten wisdom from the Sauna Book surfaced in my mind, a phrase someone had scrawled there long ago: “What the sauna cannot cure is fatal.” I clung to those words. I placed my faith in the purifying power of my steam, just as people had done for centuries before. Suddenly, just like that, the man lost interest in the woman and hurried over to the stove, shoveling logs into the firebox. I felt a wave of relief wash over me at the sight of him tending to the sauna properly, but the woman, still caught up in the attention she had been reveling in, was less than pleased.


“What the fu—?” she started, her voice sharp with irritation.


The man was already fitting a log into the fireplace.


“This thing won’t heat itself. Good old-fashioned woodheated sauna, goddamn it.”


At the sound of his curse, my mood darkened in an instant. I lost my patience. I struck the side of the stove and let my presence be known. The damper clanged violently, the noise ringing through the small room. The man and woman both jumped in fright. The woman lost her grip on the loot bundle in her arms, and everything crashed to the floor beside the man. The man got shit scared and his pulse hit the panic button.


“What the hell!? You trying to kill me?”


I could feel, hear his heart hammering against his ribs, erratic and unsettled. One of the beer cans, punctured by the impact, began to hiss as foam spilled onto the floor. The irate man paid no mind to the foaming beer can but swiftly grabbed the rolling bottle of liquor and set it upright.


“Good thing this didn’t break too. It’s the only damn bottle.”


The punctured can continued to spit foam and beer across the sauna floor. It unsettled me deeply. But the man was unfazed, and the woman merely shrugged.


“Sorry,” she mumbled, stuffing her exposed breast back into her top before perching herself on the bench to watch her man load the stove to its brim with logs.


“You shouldn’t pack it that full,” she pointed out.


Ignoring her advice, the man snatched the matchbox from the windowsill.


“Don’t teach your Dad how to fuck, bitch,” he muttered, smirking at his own crude remark.


He struck the match against the box, and the tiny flame flickered to life. Turning to the woman with a cocky glance, he held the burning match up.


“This is where it all starts. I know what I'm doing,” he announced.


The woman stared at the small flame, then lazily raised both thumbs in mock enthusiasm, stretching her face into an exaggerated, lifeless grin.


“Hip hooray,” she deadpanned.


The man shook his head in disbelief but turned back to the stove. He carefully brought the match to the waiting birch log, expecting it to catch the fire, but the flame fizzled out instantly. A muscle in his jaw twitched as he swallowed his pride and lit another match. Same result. A third match flared up but burned all the way down to his fingers before he could react.


“Ah, son of a b—!”


He flinched at the sting and yanked his hand back, shoving his scorched thumb into his mouth in a desperate attempt to cool the burn. I couldn't help but smile, and even the woman let out a short, amused laugh. The man’s head snapped toward her, his eyes dark with irritation.


“Shut the fuck up, or—”


Before he could finish, I struck the side of the stove again. Harder this time. The metal let out a loud, hollow bang that echoed through the sauna. Both of them flinched, their heads whipping toward the rattling stove. The old, battered contraption sat there as it always had, worn, rusted, unimpressive. It stared back at them with its dented frame and chipped edges, as if daring them to question what had just happened. For a moment, hesitation flickered across the man’s face. But then, straightening his shoulders, he forced a smirk and turned away, brushing off the unease. He crouched down and rummaged through the modest pile of firewood stacked between the stoves.


“It’s just the cold metal popping, babe. No big deal, don’t worry,” he muttered, though his voice lacked its usual bravado.


There was nothing in the pile but solid logs. No kindling, no scraps of bark, nothing to catch a fire. Only wood, logs. Mirjami never needed kindling. She would simply carve delicate shavings from the logs, curling them into perfect ribbons that would take flame with ease. But city folk and their button-activated electric saunas—this was what happened. The man huffed in frustration, his lack of skill gnawing at his ego. He clenched his jaw, trying to mask his irritation.


“Baby,” he said, forcing a sweetness into his voice that didn’t quite reach his eyes, “why don’t you check out the dressing room? See if there’s something we can use to get this thing going?”


The woman, still shaken by the loud bang from the stove, didn’t respond. Her eyes drifted over the soot-darkened walls, the low ceiling beams, the shadows lurking in the corners. The man turned, frowning at her silence. She stood frozen, lost in thought, staring at something unseen. The man’s jaw tightened.


“Hello?”


He exhaled sharply through his nose, his patience running razor-thin. She startled slightly, blinking at him as if waking from a dream, and his patience snapped.


“Paper, bark, I don’t care, just find something dry, for fuck’s sake.”


I slammed the side of the stove again. The metal rang out like a gunshot. The frightened woman hurried through the low doorway into the dressing room, pulling the door shut behind her with a hurried thud. Silence settled thick in the air. The man stood alone now, jaw clenched, his irritation simmering beneath the surface. With a sharp motion, he slammed the stove door shut, the metal ringing through the small room. Then, finally, he noticed the silence. His breathing slowed as he took in his surroundings, blackened walls, the dark, sooty ceiling, the flickering shapes that the dim light barely touched. His gaze drifted lower, scanning the cramped space until it landed on the shadowed corner beneath the benches. The place where I crouched. Watching. For a moment, his stare lingered. Right there. Right on me. It wasn’t possible, of course. He couldn’t see me. And yet—he kept looking. His brow furrowed slightly, his body shifting, as if some deep, forgotten instinct whispered to him that he wasn’t alone. That something—someone—was there. Nervously, the man fumbled in the pockets of his tight pants and pulled out the small brown bottle. His hands were unsteady as he hurriedly tapped a little pile of powder onto the back of his hand and inhaled it in one sharp, practiced motion.


“Fuckin’ bullshit,” he muttered, sniffling and rubbing his nose.


I didn’t even bother to slam the stove this time. In my sauna, they cursed and snorted drugs. I was disgusted, this was unheard of. No, I would not slam the cold stove again; clearly, that message wasn’t getting through. Instead, I unsheathed my long, jagged claws and dragged them slowly across the side of the stove. The metal shrieked in protest, a piercing wail like a sharp knife scraping against steel. The man winced in disgust, his entire body shuddering as he rubbed at his goose-flesh covered arms. And yet, he did not run. The drugs dulled his fear, numbed his senses, and placed him beyond my reach. Pathetic. He simply stared at the matchbox in his hand, as if it were some newfound relic of divine importance. I left him there. Alone.


The small side window above the wood shed was my trusted vantage point, a safe and familiar spot for spying. From there, I had a perfect view of the sauna’s dressing room, and a fogged-up window in a humid space was nothing out of the ordinary. Over the years, I had taken full advantage of that fact. The woman stood frozen in front of the closed steam room door, her eyes wide as she glared at the cramped dressing room. She was paralyzed, rigid with fear. The narrow space held nothing but a lonely wooden bench, two worn towels hanging from a peg, and their discarded sneakers littering the floor. She shut her eyes, pressing her palms hard against her face, breathing deeply. I read her like an open book. Her pulse, frantic at first, slowed. Her breathing evened out. Bit by bit, she pulled herself together. Finally, she lowered her trembling hands, opened her eyes, and scanned the room again, this time with newfound clarity.


“Oh god, for fuck’s sake.”


Disappointment didn’t surprise me. I knew there were no fire starters in the dressing room. But the curse; that, I hadn’t expected. It slithered through the air, sharp and unwelcome, and before I could stop myself, I slipped through the cracks in the wooden walls and into the room. The woman startled at the groaning walls, her body tensing like a cornered animal. In a panic, she yanked the towels from the peg and spun toward the bench, fumbling to fold them as if the simple task could anchor her. Beneath the bench, shrouded in shadows, lay the Sauna guest book. This book. The one I am writing in now. I am young for an elf, but I have carried this Sauna book with me for over a century. It has become a part of me. That’s why my protective instincts guided me beneath the bench, closer to the sauna book. The woman’s restless feet shifted near the book as she fussed over the towels, each movement sending her toes dangerously close to its worn cover. A knot tightened in my chest, I couldn’t let her find it. She wouldn’t understand its wisdom. Just as the first towel was neatly folded, her foot slid fully under the bench. Then, in the middle of folding the second, her toes knocked against the book. I flinched. So did she. For a moment, silence. Then, slowly, as if dreading what she might discover, the woman crouched down to see what she had just struck. The old Sauna Book captured her gaze instantly. I remained hidden behind it, pressing myself against the wall as if I had melted into dust. For a moment, it felt like time had stopped, I had no idea what would happen next. I feared for the book, sensing an ill omen creeping into the air. A spider wandered past on its long legs. The ancient book still lay before me, and the woman simply stared at it. Perhaps she didn’t understand what she had found and would leave it alone. But then, slowly, as if drawn by some unseen force, she reached out, pulled the book into her hands, and sat down on the bench beside the neatly folded towels, enthralled. The ancient, leather-bound Sauna Book was the size of an ordinary journal, fragile yet commanding respect. However, years of dust and cobwebs had settled upon it, dulling its presence. The woman wiped the cover with her hand, sending a small cloud of dust into the air. From beneath the dust, heavy, charcoal-black letters emerged, ancient, timeworn script spelling out: “the Sauna Book”.


She turned the pages carefully, as if each one might crumble at the slightest touch. The pages were yellowed, their edges frayed as though ready to tear, but they still held their dark, aged words. The ink had bled in places, perhaps from moisture, perhaps from time, but the words remained legible. Her breath had changed. It was slower now, more focused. She wasn’t just glancing through the book, she was possessed, she was reading it. A ripple of unease coursed through me. The Sauna Book was not meant for just anyone. It held old beliefs, forgotten traditions, some disguised as wisdom, others as warnings. Every page carried the echoes of those who had lived with it, and those who had died because of it. Her fingertip traced the lines of text. She whispered something under her breath. Her eyes gleamed oddly, reflecting more than just the dim light of the dressing room. She wasn’t just reading anymore, she was absorbing the words. I felt the walls around us begin to tremble. The sauna was listening. I was listening. Suddenly, the man’s impatient shout from the steam room jolted her back to reality.


“Well? Did you find anything?”


Clutching the book tightly, she grabbed the towels and hurried back into the steam room. The man had apparently just shaken off his drug-induced daze and now crouched impatiently in front of the stove, still waiting for something to light the fire. She tossed the towels onto the bench and sat down beside them.


“Nothing but a couple of old towels,” flipping open the aged book she had just discovered.


The man stared in disbelief at the towels sprawled across the bench, then turned his gaze to the woman. She was completely absorbed in the book, carefully turning its dry, delicate, brittle pages as if handling something sacred. He clenched his jaw, doing everything in his power to keep his temper in check. Taking a deep breath, he forced himself to stay calm, until his patience snapped once again. In one sharp motion, he yanked the book from her hands.


“I asked for kindling.” His voice was clear, dangerous.


The woman flinched. “Don’t.”


Her reaction only seemed to irritate him further. He shot her a withering glare, his grip tightening on the leather-bound book. Desperate to reason with him, she blurted out the first thing that came to mind.


“It’s old. It could be valuable.”


That gave him pause. He glanced down at the worn cover in his hands, his lip curling in disbelief.


“Valuable,” he scoffed.


Slowly, with a hint of hesitation, perhaps weighing the book’s worth, the man flipped open the cover. The first page revealed a swirling script, inked in an elegant but antiquated hand. The letters were unfamiliar, their shapes curling and twisting like roots burrowing into the parchment. At the top of the page, a date stood out among the faded lines: “September 25th, 1859.” The man’s brow furrowed as curiosity sparked in his eyes. He leaned in, trying to make sense of the archaic writing.


“This doesn’t even make any damn sense,” he muttered, squinting at the text.


Despite his initial frustration, he tried again, forcing himself to focus. He traced the letters with his finger, slowly piecing together their meaning. The strange, old-fashioned characters began to form words in his mind. His frown eased, replaced by something else, intrigue. A grin tugged at the corner of his lips as realization dawned.


“Alright. Okay. Listen to this. This must be that ‘valuable’ thing you were talking about.”


The man focused. Clearing his throat, he straightened his posture, and slowly, hesitantly, began to read aloud—he forced the words out of his mouth. In his recitation, the traditional sauna rhyme sounded more like an ancient incantation.
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