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Following the death of his girlfriend Anna, Stephen must fulfill her dying wish: he has to fly to Sweden and scatter her ashes on the remote farm where she grew up. The same farm where her sister now lives alone.

As soon as he reaches the farm, Stephen can tell that something's wrong. Anna's sister is behaving strangely, and the land surrounding the farm is clearly dying. The old farmhouse has changed, from a happy family home to little more than a ruin. And Anna's sister seems very keen to get hold of the ashes.
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Chapter One
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Today...

Sitting on the end of the bed in his hotel room, Stephen Weathers stared at the urn on the desk. And for a moment, just a few fleeting seconds, he wondered whether he was making a huge mistake.

“Take... don't... I want... my ashes to be...”

Anna's voice drifted through his mind, as it had drifted through his mind on every single one of the twenty-five days since her death. Some part of his brain was stuck on repeat; he knew he should probably see a therapist for help, but he wasn't quite at that point yet. In a strange way, he liked hearing Anna's voice in his head. He liked the fact that he could still remember what she sounded like, but he didn't like the fact that her final words always came with the background sound of beeping hospital machines.

“I want to be scattered on the farm... where I grew up...”

After looking at the clock and seeing that the time was only 8pm, Stephen got to his feet. The bed briefly creaked and groaned beneath him, and the air-conditioning system hummed as he made his way over to the desk and looked down at the urn. He'd done all the necessary research, he had all the paperwork, and he just needed to seal the urn properly so that it would be ready for the flight in the morning. Not exactly a big job.

And yet...

After pausing for a moment longer, he took hold of the urn and began to open it slowly. The lid produced a squeaking sound, but after a few seconds he pulled it free and set it aside and peered down into the urn, and for the first time he saw the collection of powder that was all that remained of Anna Johanssen. The people at the crematorium had been very kind, and very sympathetic, but he still hadn't quite managed to get his head around the fact that Anna – the woman he loved more than anyone in the whole world – was gone.

Reduced to dust.

Grayish-brown dust.

He began to reach into the urn, but he hesitated before he had a chance to touch the powder. Part of him wanted to feel her one final time, but another – more logical part – worried that he was being a little too... weird. Besides, what if he got some of the powder on his hand, and then he transferred that powder to part of the room? Did he really want part of Anna – even a tiny part – to end up existing forever in a rundown hotel near terminal three? He already knew the answer to that question, so he pulled his hand back, but he still couldn't help peering down into the urn, and after a few seconds he realized he could see a section where the powder seemed slightly more clumped than normal. What part of Anna, he wondered, had that been?

Her face?

An eye?

One of her kidneys?

Her heart?

He began to look around for something he could use to stir the ashes, figuring that they should be even, but then he realized that he faced the same problem as before; what if he inadvertently transferred even the tiniest amount of Anna onto the ugly dark blue carpet, or into a crack at the back of the desk? He knew he couldn't risk leaving part of her soul behind in the wrong place, so he took a deep breath and told himself to get a grip. He'd managed so far, even though he felt as if he was hovering at the edge of the world. He could only hope that once Anna's ashes were scattered, he might snap out of his stupor.

Suddenly he heard a gentle knock on the door. Turning, he looked across the room and wondered why anyone would want to disturb him, but he could already hear a faint shuffling sound coming from out in the corridor. Why would the -

“Mr. Weathers?” a woman's voice said cautiously. “Room service.”

Room service.

Of course.

In his daze – a daze that had begun after Anna's death and which hadn't really gone away – he'd somehow managed to forget about the haddock and chips. Heading across the room, he checked himself in the mirror before opening the door to find a young woman standing outside with some food on a tray.

“Room service,” she repeated, just in case he'd forgotten again. “You ordered fish and chips?”

“Uh, yes,” he replied, although he barely remembered that detail. “I...”

He fell silent, unable to really think about anything except the fact that he was failing so spectacularly at what should be a normal conversation. Every little social interaction felt like wading through soup.

“Would you like it on the desk?” the woman asked with a faint smile, before stepping past him and carrying the tray into the room. “The chef said to tell you that it's very hot, so be careful.”

She set the tray down and removed the metal cover, revealing a plate piled high with breaded fish and thick chips.

“Any sauces are -”

Stopping suddenly, she seemed frozen by the sight of the urn, which Stephen now realized he'd forgotten to close. The urn was open, with the lid resting next to the remote control for the room's TV, and the woman was staring straight down at the ashes inside. As the silence persisted and grew in the room, Stephen realized that he couldn't blame the poor woman for finding the situation a little odd.

“It's my girlfriend,” he said.

She turned to him.

“She died,” he added. “Obviously.”

The woman hesitated, before offering a faint, soft smile that seemed to hover somewhere between sympathy and pity. She was obviously excruciatingly uncomfortable.

“I'm taking her home,” Stephen explained. “Well, no, home was here, in London. We lived here for almost ten years, but she grew up on a farm in Sweden and it's still in her family. Just about. So she wanted me to take her ashes and scatter them there.”

He tried to think of anything else he should tell her, something that might magically make the situation less awkward.

“So that's what I'm doing,” he added.

For a moment, the only sound was the continued hum of the air-conditioning system.

“I'm sorry for your loss,” the woman said finally.

“It's okay,” he said, although he felt bad for putting her in such an awkward position. “I've done lots of research and spoken to lots of people, so I know all about the rules and regulations for transporting the ashes on the plane. You should see the amount of paperwork that I've had to fill out, but I guess they can't have people moving ashes around without some kind of control. That'd be... anarchy.”

“I'm sure.”

“And open to all sorts of abuse, I wouldn't wonder.”

Her smile was now the smile of someone who desperately wanted to leave without causing offense.

“Anyway,” he continued, “I'm sure you've got a lot to be doing tonight, and I wouldn't want to hold you up. Thanks for bringing the food up. I believe I had it charged to the room, so...”

His voice trailed off.

“Of course,” she replied, looking down as she awkwardly began to make her way back toward the door. “I hope you have a nice flight.”

“I hope so too. I mean... thank you.”

He waited for the woman to leave, but at the last moment she stopped right in front of him. Turning, she looked up into his eyes, and he realized with bemusement that she had an almost expectant expression. He felt sure that he must have made her uncomfortable by giving her so much information, but he supposed that she might feel bad about simply walking out. Cursing himself for having made the situation so difficult, he tried to figure out how he could lighten things up, and then he furrowed his brow as the woman held up her right hand and turned it to reveal her palm.

Figuring that he should accept her attempt to offer sympathy, he reached out and shook her hand gently.

“Thank you,” he said.

“A gratuity?” she replied.

Still holding her cold, slightly clammy hand, Stephen blinked a couple of times before the penny dropped.

“Oh,” he stammered, letting go and reaching into his pocket. He fumbled for a moment, before pulling out a £20 note. “I only have...”

He felt the awkwardness increase as he tried to work out how to give the woman a tip. He knew that £20 was far too much, of course, but at the same time he doubted very much that she was carrying change. He ran through various options, some as desperate as tearing the note in half and giving her part, but he knew he was rapidly running out of time. Besides, the new polymer notes were impossible to tear. Finally, hopelessly, he looked at the woman again.

“I could bring you some change back up,” she told him. “If you tell me how much you want to give me, I could go to the bar and then...”

The sentence drifted away unfinished.

“Come back?” he suggested, raising a skeptical eyebrow.

She smiled a thin, awkward smile.

“Why don't you just keep it?” he asked, pressing the note into her hand while telling himself that £20 might be a small price to pay if he could at least end the situation. “Why not? I mean, it's almost Christmas, isn't it? Just a couple of weeks away. A month at most.”

“Thank you,” she replied, slipping the note into her pocket and stepping out into the corridor, before turning to him again. “I really am very sorry for your loss. I hope your trip to Switzerland goes well.”

With that, she walked away, leaving Stephen standing all alone as the air-conditioning system continued to hum.

“It's Sweden,” he murmured, but he knew he was too late, so he shut the door and made his way back over to the desk.

Looking down, he saw the ashes once again, and he felt a rush of relief that at least there hadn't been some awkward accident. The woman hadn't knocked the urn over, which would have been absolutely disastrous; no-one had sneezed and filled the room with a cloud of dust. Figuring that he really should get on with things, and that his food would be cold soon, he screwed the lid back on the urn and set it next to his suitcase, and then he carried the tray over to the table by the window and sat down.

At the last moment, just as he was about to pick up the knife and fork, his phone buzzed. As soon as he checked the message, he saw that it was from Anna's sister Therese, asking him what time his plane was due to land in Stockholm the following morning.

“9.15 Swedish time,” he typed. “I should be at the farm a couple of hours later. I hope that's okay.”

He sent the message, and then he started to eat. As he worked his way through the fish and chips, he kept an eye on his phone, but he received no reply.
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Chapter Two
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As soon as the train's doors slid open, Stephen felt an icy wind blow against him, and he took care to step cautiously as he picked his way down onto the snow-covered platform.

Lugging his suitcase and backpack, he shuffled over to one of the benches, which at least gave him a chance to get out of the snowstorm. He'd been to Anna's home village many times before, of course, and he knew from experience that winters there – just a short distance north of the Swedish capital – could be harsh; this seemed like something else, however, and as the train began to pull away he looked both ways along the platform and saw that he was the only person who'd got off at the little village station. The sky was white, the ground was white, even the walls were icy.

Wind howled all around, blowing snow against his face as he watched the train's lights disappearing into the distance. The rails hummed for a few seconds longer before falling still, and then Stephen looked the other way again, just to confirm that he was truly alone. The only sound now came from his own breath.

Already feeling a biting cold sensation starting to eat at his bare hands, he pulled his backpack open and began to search for his gloves. He had to take Anna's urn out and set it on the bench, so that he could reach deeper into the backpack, and he was starting to curse himself for being so unprepared. In the hermetically-sealed hotel room at the airport the previous night, he'd somehow neglected to even check a weather forecast. In truth, he'd spent much of the previous twenty-five – twenty-six now – days in his own little world, barely paying any attention at all to the rest of the world.

Now, however, the rest of the world was forcing him to respond. The temperature had to be at least minus thirty.

“Got you,” he muttered as he pulled his gloves out, and he quickly slipped his hands inside. There was precious little warmth so far, but he knew that would come. Besides, the farm wasn't too far away.

Lifting the urn carefully, he slid it into the backpack and made sure that it was secure, and then he pulled the top over and closed the zipper. He thought of Anna's ashes safely stowed away in the urn, and he caught himself hoping that – at least in there – she'd be a little warm. She'd always hated the cold so much, choosing to wrap up in lots of layers even while living in London, and he allowed himself a faint smile as he hauled the backpack onto his shoulders and then began to drag his suitcase through the snow, heading for the snow-covered steps that led up to the street. She was nicely tucked away. Safe.

With each step, he felt as if he was about to slip and fall.

***
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A few minutes later, reaching the gate that marked the start of the farmyard, Stephen stopped for a moment and looked at a sight he knew so well from all his many visits before: the large, open space with a couple of barns on the far side, and the farming equipment that had been left out for the winter, a rusty old tractor, and finally the farmhouse itself with its bare dark wooden walls.

Except something was different.

Furrowing his brow slightly, Stephen realized that the farm seemed lifeless somehow, almost abandoned. He knew that couldn't be the case, of course, but at the same time he couldn't help noticing that there wasn't even a path to the front door: a thick blanket of snow, several feet deep, extended all the way across the yard from the mailbox, and while someone had obviously been past fairly recently to clear snow from the pavement, the farm itself looked utterly untouched.

The house, meanwhile, was pitch black, with no sign of light inside.

Telling himself that Therese had obviously let the place go, and that the farm was a big job for a single woman to look after when she also had a job in the city, he quickly decided that he had no real choice. He lifted his suitcase so that it would just about clear the snow, and then he began to wade past the mailbox, struggling to push snow out of the way. After just a few steps, his legs were starting to ache and he could feel snow leaking into his boots, and he was beginning to realize that he'd let himself get seriously out of shape. Sure, the snow was almost up to his hips, but he knew that in the old days he'd never have struggled so badly.

Reaching the tree near the front of the house, he put a hand out to steady himself. As soon as he placed any pressure on the tree at all, however, he was shocked to feel the bark crack and give way.

Peering more closely at the tree, he saw that it was much darker than usual, almost completely black. His first thought was that the tree had perhaps caught fire at some point, but then he noticed that the fingertips of his gloved hand were digging through the wood and had reached a kind of moist, pulpy interior. He slipped his fingers out, and to his shock he saw that the interior of the tree was almost entirely rotten. He told himself that the harsh winter had perhaps caused the problem, but then – as he looked a little more closely – he realized he could see something moving deep inside the rotten trunk.

A moment later, to his horror, he saw that the tree's core was thick with maggots. He also began to notice a sour smell, and his immediate instinct was to step back.

Looking up toward the top of the tree, he saw that it was black and rotten all over. He told himself that he was no expert on trees, that there were probably many different explanations for what had happened, but after a few more seconds he noticed that the tree next to the barn seemed to have suffered the same fate. Turning, he looked toward the far end of the yard, where another line of trees marked the dividing line between the dirt track and the first field; those trees, too, looked stiff and dead, far more so than would be normal in even the starkest of winters.

Taking a deep breath, Stephen told himself that he was in no position to judge the upkeep of the farm, so he turned and began to drag his suitcase through the snow, making for the house's front door. He couldn't help but notice that the bushes below the kitchen window also seemed dead, but he figured that now he was just letting his imagination run wild. As he reached the concrete steps that led up to the door, he saw that there was ice everywhere. Once again trying to ignore the growing fear that the farm seemed completely abandoned, he set his suitcase and backpack down and began to pick his way carefully up the steps, worried at each second that he might be about to slip.

Finally he reached the top, and he grabbed the metal ring and knocked hard. Immediately, the sound seemed to echo in the yard all around.

Waiting patiently, with his breath visible ahead, Stephen realized that he could hear no hint of movement or life coming from inside the house. A small, frosted glass panel at the top of the door would usually allow him to at least spot faint movement in the light inside; instead, he found himself staring into darkness, and he couldn't help but wonder whether there had been some mistake. Had Therese misunderstood when he was coming and chosen that week to go off on some trip? The idea made sense, until he remembered the text message from the previous night.

Pulling his phone from his pocket, he read the message again and he saw that Therese had specifically referenced the fact that he was about to get on the plane.

After leaving a suitable gap, he reached up and used the knocker again, a little louder this time. He knew from experience that the sound would travel throughout the house, that there was no way anyone would be unable to hear, even if they had the TV running at full blast. He waited, still hoping that Therese would suddenly appear, and then he reached down and tried the handle.

Sure enough, the door was locked.

Checking his phone again, he hesitated for a moment before bringing up Therese's number and tapping to call. He waited to hear a dial tone, but instead his phone simply cut out. Muttering to himself, he tried again, only to realize that for some reason his phone was obviously failing to connect properly to the Swedish network. He'd never had that problem before, but he supposed that all he could do on that front was hope that eventually the technology might start to do its job. The weather, he told himself, was probably causing havoc.

Turning, he looked out across the snow-filled yard and listened to the howling wind. He already knew that, in the absence of any way to contact Therese, he really only had one option.

He was going to have to wait.
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Chapter Three
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Several hours later, the white sky had begun to turn a deep shade of gray and evening light was already starting to spread across the yard. Snow was falling a little more heavily now, rustling gently as it landed, and the occasional car ran along the nearby road with headlights switched on.

Sheltering beneath the small wooden awning above the farmhouse's front door, with his gloved hands stuffed in his pockets, Stephen Weathers was starting to think about a back-up plan. He knew there were no hotels in the village, and – still without internet on his phone – he figured that his only option would be to go back to the train station and head to the airport, where he could at least get a room and try to freshen up a little. Then he'd be able to get in touch with Therese and figure out what had gone wrong, and hopefully he'd be able to arrange to meet up with her the following day.

Checking his watch again, he saw that the time was already 3pm, and he knew deep down that he'd already waited far longer than could be reasonably expected. He was cold and tired, and his stomach was starting to rumble.

Reaching down, he hauled his backpack over his shoulder and grabbed the suitcase, and then he began to wade through the snow, heading back to the pavement. His legs felt more tired than ever, to the extent that he wondered whether he'd even be able to make the station, but he told himself that he had no choice. As he reached the mailbox, he had to stop and get his breath back, and then he turned to pick his way along the pavement.

Suddenly he let out a shocked gasp as he found that someone was standing right next to him, their features completely covered by a scarf and a set of thick goggles. Staring, he was momentarily stunned, before the figure lowered the scarf a little and he was able to see a woman's lips.

“Therese?” he stammered.

“Stephen,” she replied, speaking English well but with a slight accent. “You're here.”

“I...”

Not really knowing how to respond but already starting to feel the effects of the cold weather, Stephen simply stared at her.

“I'm so sorry,” she said suddenly, reaching into her handbag and then starting to make her way past him, “I must have got my times wrong. I had to go to work today but I was so sure I'd be back in time, but the trains have been quite unreliable. Please, follow me, it's too cold to be hanging around outside. I hope you haven't been waiting for too long.”

“Not at all,” he lied, before turning and starting to follow, trying to keep within his earlier footsteps as much as possible. “I tried to call you, but I think my phone doesn't want to cooperate with your Swedish network.”

“That doesn't surprise me at all,” she said, producing a set of jangling keys from her bag. “You must have wondered whatever was going on. I'm just glad you held on and didn't give up on me. Come on, let's get inside and I'll put some wood on and make some tea. You're still an obsessive tea drinker, I hope?”

“Uh, yeah,” he replied, spotting the dead tree nearby but quickly telling himself that it might be inappropriate to ask. “A cup of tea sounds really good right now.”

***
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“Wow, it...”

Standing in the hallway, having removed his shoes and slipped into a pair of wool socks provided by Therese, Stephen looked through into the gloomy front room and realized that the house had changed so much. Back in the old days, the place had been brightly lit and happy, filled with people and music and noise; now the wooden walls, like the trees outside, seemed somehow dead, and the bright light in the windows was barely filling the rooms at all. The air, meanwhile, carried a stale and undisturbed aroma.

“It hasn't changed much,” he said finally, even though that was the opposite of what he thought.

“You don't think so?”

Still unwrapping from her outdoor clothing, Therese was busy unwinding a scarf. Clumps of snow fell from her coat as she set it onto the hook, and then she took off her hat and took a moment to rearrange her thick, curly hair. In the under-lit hallway, her features were difficult to make out, but Stephen could already tell that she looked much older than he remembered. He found it difficult to believe that she was in fact a couple of years younger than him.

“It must be strange, being back,” she suggested with a faint smile.

“It's certainly been a while.”

“This is a big house for just one person,” she pointed out. “I mostly live in just a few key rooms, and I keep the rest of the place sealed up. I have to heat it all a little, otherwise the place will become damaged, but for the most part there's just the kitchen, the front room, one bedroom and the bathroom, and that's it. That's me.”

She gestured toward the nearby doorway.

“Please, go through,” she added. “I'll make that tea.”

Wandering across the hall, Stephen stopped to look into the front room, and he was immediately able to smell a kind of fusty dampness in the air. He was tempted to ask Therese if she actually lived in the house at all, since it seemed to have been kept shut up for some time, but he was worried about being rude. Nevertheless, as he wandered over to the old dresser and ran a fingertip across the top, he immediately found that it was covered in a substantial layer of dust. If Therese was living on the farm, she certainly didn't appear to be too houseproud. Then again, she'd always been the more -

Suddenly he heard a banging sound, and he turned to see that Therese's bag had fallen off the kitchen counter, spilling its contents across the floor.

“Again!” Therese said with an exasperated sigh, crouching down to gather up the various items. “I don't know why this keeps happening to me.”

“I'll help,” he replied, leaning over to pick up a few make-up brushes that had fallen out. “I wouldn't -”

“No, it's fine,” she said quickly, grabbing the brushes and then pulling everything out of his reach. Looking up, she seemed momentarily filled with fear, her eyes wide with concern. “I mean, you've had a long journey. You must be exhausted.”

“I slept at a hotel near the airport,” he told her. “I didn't have to be up too early.”

“Still...”

Getting to her feet, she set the bag back onto the counter. For a few seconds she seemed confused, glancing around as if she was looking for something, but then she turned to him and forced a big, slightly bug-eyed smile.

“Go and sit down!” she said, stepping closer and grabbing him by the side of the arm, then steering him through the doorway. “How many times do I have to tell you? I'm the hostess, remember? And I've already done a very bad job by leaving you out there completely confused in the snow. I would get a terrible review on one of those websites where people write about their experiences in a hotel or guest house. Let me try to make it up to you.”
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