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PROLOGUE


Silently it arrived. The night.


Old death followed the night.


The moon's glow paled before the flame.


More quietly it departed. The night.


Old death followed the night.


Taking the flame with it.


A dark figure watched from the hillside as flames rose from the windows of the old castle. The sight was intoxicatingly beautiful in their eyes. In the roar of the fire, they watched the scene entranced, clenching their fingers into fists. On the right hand, a striking ruby ring glimmered—rather large for the finger it adorned.


A wound had opened on the fingertip. A small drop of blood fell onto their shirt. The figure slowly licked the fingertip, tasting the metallic tang. The slight curve of a smile painted a chilling image of madness. And no one in the world was there to witness it.


The flames momentarily loosened their grip on the old castle's structures, burying an ugly secret with them. Eyes glowed maniacally, bright, emerald green. They felt energy flowing through their body, bringing with it a strange peace.


An old, modest canvas bag hung on their shoulder. It contained everything necessary. Besides a passport, bankbook, jewellery, and wallet, there were seeds. They were carefully packed in their own small canvas pouch, wrapped in plastic. It was time to continue the journey.


Au revoir á la belle!









CHAPTER 1


Green moss had taken over the brick of the gable wall. The rainy early autumn morning coloured the trees in the yard. Lulu's gaze swept the yard, evaluating and simultaneously admiring the landscape. She sensed the story of the house's outer walls from times past. They concealed lived life within them. She could smell the patina of time in her nostrils. The scent brought back memories from childhood and a time she had almost completely forgotten.


The house was perfect for her. A little styling, she thought, perhaps some kitchen renovation and voilà. - The lock might be a bit rusty. The real estate agent turned the key far too smoothly.


- May I? This would be important to me, Lulu requested.


The real estate agent glanced at their client and saw a flash in the woman's eyes for a moment. Perhaps this odd client really was interested in the old, somewhat dilapidated hillside house on the north shore. Right on the side where the sun never shone.


- Of course… Please. The real estate agent handed the woman the bunch of keys incredulously.


He had named the woman Flame in his mind. Her hair truly did blaze—almost flowed—out from beneath a crocheted lace headpiece. A glowing redorange curl bounced restlessly, even irritatingly, into his line of sight. An irresistible urge crept into his thoughts: to tuck the curls back under the headpiece, out of sight.


She took the keyring in her hand and selected a key. She pushed it into the lock. The lock made a clicking sound as it opened. The door opened seemingly effortlessly.


- Well, this hasn't been lived in for decades. The sauna facilities and kitchen were renovated in the 90s, the real estate agent continued restlessly while studying the strange woman and her movements.


Some inner voice warned him. He had a strong urge to flee the scene as quickly as possible, leaving the woman to revel alone with her dilapidated house.


- Look, the previous owner left their old golf club here in the corner. You might find surprising uses for it, who knows? The real estate agent laughed dryly, trying to be humorous.


The light birch parquet floor welcomed visitors softly into the large entrance hall. The house breathed a 60s atmosphere with its large coat racks and alcoves. The spacious living room ahead connected to a beautiful dining area. The windows created an autumnal artwork overlooking the lake. It was impressive to watch the large, aging linden trees with red leaves that curved beautifully with their branches toward the shore water. The living room windows opened to a magically beautiful view. It brought memories from afar to Lulu's mind.


- What about that garden down there? Is it included? And the shore? Lulu asked curiously.


- Yes! The garden and shore are indeed included in the total price! The real estate agent answered perhaps too eagerly.


A shore where the sun doesn't cast even a single ray, not even in summer, she thought silently, perhaps too sarcastically.


- Wonderful!


xxx


Lulu enjoyed yard work in her large front yard. September's warm sun played in the treetops, bringing light to the otherwise dark yard. She was so absorbed in her favorite activity that she didn't notice the woman watching her for a while from behind the fence.


- Hei då! You must be my new neighbour! Hur går det? A curious voice from behind the fence stopped Lulu. The already partially graying, energetic looking woman in her yellow rubber boots looked at her new neighbour with curious friendliness, as if waiting for an answer to her question.


- Well hello! This place is absolutely wonderful! Lulu exclaimed toward the voice good-naturedly, but simultaneously incredulous at what she saw.


Who was this charming and dignified-looking woman? Was she a threat or an opportunity?


- I'm Rebecca! Who do I have the pleasure of meeting? The voice continued persistently.


- Lulu. Lulu Hasbia. Oh no, should I have said another name? Hasbia. The name slipped out before she thought.


- Men hej Lulu! You have a wonderful herb garden on the lower slope. They all seem to still be doing well. For over a decade now. Rebecca continued.


- Yes, I've been lucky! This house is my treasure.


You wouldn't believe how lucky, Lulu thought.


- Hör du, why don't you stop by our place tonight. My husband Robert and I are having a small evening gathering? Local residents from this hillside and Lehmuskuja will be coming? Well then, you must join our community activities and this wonderful group we represent. Rebecca enticed.


- Tonight? I don't know, there's quite a lot here …


- Nonsense, one must also rest! Six o'clock. No potluck, just bring yourself. See you! Vi ses!


Rebecca knew her own strengths. Willpower and persistence were together infallible combination. Once again she had gotten the other party entangled in her invisible web and had her way. Rebecca had decided to find out everything about her new neighbour.


Absolutely everything.


xxx


The large jingling keyring clinked cheerfully in the pocket. Dozens of keys to different places and the power to use them brought a strange sense of authority. He knew the apartment was empty. Its owners had left well in advance for southern warmth. This would be one of the best perks of the position of trust. He got to see how people in this housing company really lived.


The door opened easily. Upon entering, a slight musty indoor air smell greeted him.


The refrigerator had been left on.


Well, that's how you save electricity. Damn capitalists, he thought to himself. The refrigerator door opened, and a beer can snapped open. The metal tab flew in an arc behind the armchair.


How uncomfortable these chairs are to sit in, he thought.


His feet rose onto the glass living room table and beer poured from the can simultaneously onto the oriental rug and the plush-covered armchair. He would have plenty of time to go through the place. From the last apartment, he had found a considerable amount of heirloom jewelry at the bottom of a cabinet. They had been easily sold onward. No one had even noticed.


With his eyes closed, he raised the beer can to his lips while enjoying the intoxicating feeling of excitement that took over his entire body. The state was euphoric, but at the same time tense. He slowly opened his eyes, lingering, and then it happened. A woman stood before him. A beautiful, innocent, young woman in her bell skirt stared at him shamelessly.


- What the hell! Who are you?


- The door was open. You don't live here. I know. You're not my neighbor, the girl said childishly.


- As a member of the housing company board, I'm authorized to check all vacant apartments. Now listen here - you need to leave and go far. Get out of this apartment, right now. Shoo! Out!


The girl ran away in distress.


He would never forget the girl's expression. It was simultaneously surprised and empty.


Would the girl tell someone that she had seen him in someone else's apartment? How much could that apparition even comprehend? Would anyone believe her? What if the thefts were connected to him? His social position was more than at risk. What could he do about it? He couldn't be exposed. Not now.


xxx


After measuring herself in the mirror for a moment, she snorted. For her age, time had treated her really well. The red, short bob bent upward at the tips, creating the image of a fun, aging woman who was at peace with every curve. She was dressed in a golden tunic and black straight nylon pants. The pale face naturally glowed from the tunic's luxurious colour palette. The beautiful, bell like sleeves of the garment were handmade, skillfully embroidered with real pearls.


Lulu felt better than she had in a long time. Just a little touch of gloss on the lips and off she went. She also took along a beautiful gift bag containing good French red wine. Cabernet Sauvignon never fails, she thought.


- Men hej! Welcome, come right in! Rebecca welcomed her guest cheerfully.


Rebecca's cheeks glowed, revealing the hostess's hilarity was due to red wine glasses enjoyed before the H-hour.


- This is my husband Robert! He doesn't speak Finnish well, but understands every word.


Lulu's gaze fixed on the tall, slender figure who silently smiled while greeting his guest. The man was extremely charming, dignified, and polite.


- He's from America. We met in Chicago about 50 years ago. Robert caught my attention immediately. He got a real gem, me, Rebecca continued with arrogant certainty.


- You have such a beautiful home, by the way! Lulu looked admiringly at the entrance hall's extensive art collection, which was impressive even at a quick glance. She recognized major names in the works and wondered, who is she, Rebecca?


- I'm a passionate collector of art. Of course I paint myself too, but auctions and flea markets are places where I always make finds. Rebecca spoke effusively and enjoyed the attention the new guest gave her.


- But do come further in, I'll introduce you to the other guests, Rebecca continued.


Upon entering, an impressive view opened up. Lulu stepped into the spacious living room. The view of the lake was even more magnificent than hers.


Suddenly she noticed movement on the shore. Was it real or not? Yes. Someone was walking on the shore, dragging something behind them. At the same moment she felt a gentle touch on her shoulder and the sight on the shore was forgotten for a moment.


- Hi! I hear you're our new neighbor?


A funny-looking, tall handsome man looked curiously at Lulu from head to toe. The man's dark, flowing bangs fell over one eye, creating the image of a mischievous middle-aged man who often had a twinkle in his eye.


- Hi! Yes, I just moved in a couple of days ago. I'm Lulu, Lulu Hasbia. Nice to meet you.


Neighbor, she thought with a chuckle. What kind of neighbor might this handsome man be? That needed to be found out, Lulu pondered in her thoughts.


- I'm Nicki. Carlenius. Nice to meet you too. Nicki bowed slightly toward Lulu and flashed his mischievous smile at her.


A charmer then. Does he perhaps just want to flirt? Or take the game even further? This is starting to look interesting, the woman thought to herself, smiling.


She was beginning to be genuinely interested in her new neighbors.


- And I'm Inneke Carlenius. A small, delicate woman scurried from behind her husband to shake Lulu's hand shyly.


Inneke's earth-colored hair was tied in a loose bun. The woman was a modest apparition compared to her husband. The Burberry vest dress was certainly worth its price, but on Inneke it mostly resembled a fuzzy sale rack rag from a discount store. This woman clearly lived in her husband's shadow.


Under the large windows of the living room was a beautiful oval dining group. Lulu estimated in her mind that the table set might even be from another century. It was, like its owner, valuable, a wellpreserved memory from times past.


At the table sat a nervous-looking, already aging gentleman who was nervously reading his mobile phone while cursing.


- Why do these modern gadgets have to be so difficult? I don't understand where that important message that just came went?


- What's wrong with it? Do you need help? Lulu approached the man.


Pentti Hyppönen raised his gaze quickly, even somewhat startled, and dropped the mobile phone from his hands.


- Uhh, no, this can wait. But we have new women here! Pentti Hyppönen, good evening!


- Good evening. Lulu Hasbia. Are you sure you don't need help? Lulu replied in the most honeyed voice she could manage. What an idiot this man is, she thought at the same time as she made an impression on Pentti Hyppönen.


- Yes I am. Sit here. Nice to meet you! Pentti made a grand gesture to make room for Lulu next to him. Lulu sat down next to Pentti, noticing the man's intense stare from the corner of her eye. A really simple male specimen, Lulu thought to herself.


The evening's hostess, Rebecca Öhlman - Lane, carried a massive copper tray on which small champagne glasses were arranged for the guests.


- Välkommen, välkommen! You've already gotten to know each other a bit. Please sit, I'll soon bring to the table goat cheese pie I made myself.


Lulu felt how she was being watched from every direction. Pentti Hyppönen wasn't the only man in the house interested in her. Nicki looked at Lulu with open curiosity.


- Lulu, why did you decide to move here specifically? What brought you here to the periphery? Inneke asked suddenly.


- I lived abroad for years. I felt it was just time to come back to my homeland.


- But why here specifically? Inneke persisted.


- My mother is very old. I wanted to be here so I could be as close to her as possible. The final moments are already at hand. Lulu felt uncomfortable for a moment. Talking about her mother always made her feel sick.


- Hasbia isn't a typical Finnish name? Nicki smiled while leaving the question hanging in the air.


- No. It's my ex-husband's name. Lulu wasn't willing to open up the matter further. Nicki could find out more one-on-one if he wanted to know more.


- Hasbia. Isn't that from somewhere in the Middle East? Or a Turkish name? Pentti Hyppönen joined the conversation and made Inneke also chuckle inadvertently at the question.


- The Hasbia family is from Saudi Arabia. It means noble. My ex-husband is indeed of Middle Eastern origin.


Lulu didn't want to continue on this topic anymore, but the curious neighbors wouldn't give up. She felt cornered. Why wouldn't these strange people let up already.


- But you live alone in a big house? Aren't you scared? Inneke continued and coldly ignored all the previous conversation.


- No. Living alone is the best thing I want right at this point in my life. Lulu answered.


- Wouldn't one clumsy guy fit in that house? heh heh... It's not good for a woman to be alone... Pentti Hyppönen's alpha male raised his head momentarily. He had decided to act as Lulu Hasbia's personal savior.


- Men are certainly always close to my heart. But when living alone, one only accounts for one's life to oneself. That's why nowadays I only engage with... Married men. You know? They don't stick around.


An awkward silence descended on the table. Rebecca's gaze was sharper than ever before during the evening. Who was she dealing with? Inneke's gaze was fixed on the floor.


Pentti Hyppönen wondered several times if he had heard correctly. Only on Nick's lips could a tiny smile be seen.









CHAPTER 2


Kirsikka was living alone for the first time in her life. She had a strong feeling that she had been forced to be alone for the rest of her life. Kirsikka was afraid of people and encounters. She only moved at night and always carried a wheeled suitcase with her. The suitcase contained everything important, an old rag doll and a blanket. The blanket in case Molla got cold.


She was a tall and slender young woman. Her blonde hair spread in a curly cloud wildly across her shoulders. The sharp features of her face could have taken her to the top of the modeling world someday, but her eyes had gone out long ago.


The young woman lived as a prisoner of her mind. All those countless monsters that moved during daylight constantly tormented Kirsikka. Her favorite place was the shore. Kirsikka had a habit of going to the shore at night to explore the place. On the slope was an old house, but no one had lived there for decades. Now a woman with a piercing gaze had moved there.


The evil eye. It follows me everywhere, Kirsikka thought.


That night Kirsikka felt that the dark water was calling her again and again. Perhaps she should live among the water people, her mind thought. This night would be different. She wanted to spend the whole night on the shore, feel the cooling water pulling her in and she would finally be at peace.


In the early hours of the morning, Kirsikka watched mesmerized as the man's demanding arms clung to the woman. The woman surrendered to the man, throwing her head back. Quick body movements undressed, practically tore off the woman's clothes hurriedly, dropping them to the ground. The early, warm autumn morning wrapped the couple in the grip of forbidden embrace.


Somewhere far away seagulls shrieked. The woman screamed in competition with the seagulls, from pleasure. She slowly raised her head and smiled seductively. At the same moment her gaze fell down to the shore, seeing Kirsikka watching them with open interest.


The woman startled and fled the scene frightened, shirt open. The man wiped sweat from his face, not noticing anything unusual. He ran after the woman, as if apologizing, and disappeared into the grove.


A moment later, from far away in the parking lot came the quiet hum of a car. The sound disappeared and silence descended ominously on the shore.


In reality, Kirsikka was simultaneously bewildered and frightened by the situation she had seen on the shore. She pressed Molla forcefully against her chest. A dirty and dried blanket was wrapped around the rag doll.


A dark figure in the shadows stared at Kirsikka. A strange feeling of power overtook them. Poor human, they thought. They were in an agitated state of mind. Watching the lovemaking earlier and following it secretly had been exciting. Breathing condensed into heavy panting and pulse pounded through the body, beating a signal from head to toe.


It was time to move. With slow but sure steps, the dark figure approached their target.


Kirsikka ran in distress on the wet sand barefoot. The reeds in the shore water clung to the woman's ankles, as if to warn: ”Don’t go further, Kirsikka!”


She tried to get to safety in her distress. For some strange reason, the water led her deeper, into the middle of the reed bed. Am I safe here? What about Molla? Will the water people help us? She thought in her confused mind.
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