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Vestland, Norway

The air was so cold that even within the pickup truck, Lars’s breath steamed out of his mouth and nostrils as he drove. The stars were frozen in a pitch-black sky, clear and bright, and the moon made the snowy landscape a dazzling white. The road, regularly scraped by snowplows, was almost invisible under the crust of hard-packed ice and only the avenue of trees cleared to make way for construction vehicles moving back and forth from the dam site, indicated that it was there at all. 

Henrik squirmed in the passenger seat and grasped the inside door handle as the spiked wheels of the Ford Lightning pickup truck slithered and bumped over the uneven trail. 

“Will you stop doing that?” Lars asked irritably as they continued to bounce along. “You’re acting like my mother.” 

“What if you need to brake suddenly?” said Henrik, squeezing the handle tighter. “At this speed, we won’t stop until it’s too late. What if we see an elk?”

“Quit worrying,” said Lars. “There’s no elk around here. The explosive work has frightened them all off.” 

“Even so, you’re supposed to be the senior safety inspector,” said Henrik. 

“So, you’re in safe hands. Now, the sooner we find out what happened to that camera, the sooner we can get back to our coffee.” 

At the foot of the mountain, the trail emerged on a small rise overlooking the half-finished diversion tunnels that would temporarily carry the river’s water away from the construction site, allowing for the completion of the dam across the main river channel. At present, the river continued on its uninterrupted course below the site, passing through a temporary channel which would eventually be blocked, forming the dam.   

The pickup rolled to a stop. Lars jerked up the handbrake and switched the ignition off. From here, you could see down the length of the Skarldal Valley; a spectacular view of the snowy slopes dotted with frost-encrusted pines fringing the icy river as it headed west towards the coast. But they weren’t there to admire the view and, after working on the dam for several months, Lars and Henrik had long grown accustomed to it in any case. 

Lars opened the door and they got out, stamping their feet against the cold. It had only been a short drive down from the construction site, but the night was bitingly cold, and the truck hadn’t had a chance to warm up. Lars winced as the breeze stung his face. The chill seemed to suck the breath from him as his body warmth seeped through his thermals and heavy hi-vis jacket. 

“Let’s make this quick,” he said. He hoped Merethe had put on a fresh pot of coffee back at the site. They would need it when they got back. 

As safety inspector of the new dam, it was his job to oversee the whole construction process and he was on call, even during the winter months when most of the work stopped for the worst of the snowfall. He had been about to take a vacation to Spain with the wife and kids but had to cancel last minute because of some damage done to a couple of the diggers. He was pissed at having to come up here to freeze his ass off when he could have been tanning himself on a beach. What made it worse was that the damage looked like sabotage.    

The dam was a massive undertaking. Towering seventy meters high and stretching two-hundred and fifty meters long, it would block the Skarldal River and provide over six hundred GWh of clean electricity annually. Etren AS had been contemplating its construction since the 1960s, battling opposition and red tape all the way. Recent energy concerns had resulted in it finally being given the go ahead, but the move had been controversial if not, highly unpopular. 

Part of the valley would be flooded, necessitating the need to move people from their homes and the closing down of a modest ski resort. Then there were the usual complaints from the environmental lobby about natural habitats being destroyed. The Norwegian media had hauled Etren AS over the coals, but the construction of the dam had gone ahead anyway. Money talked. It always did.

But some people were stubborn as mules and wouldn’t shy away from breaking the law to get what they wanted. There had already been a bout of anti-Etren graffiti at the beginning of the project, and now materials were going missing and machines sabotaged. It had been Lars’s idea to set up the PTZ platform cameras at strategic points along the valley. If somebody was messing around, Etren AS would have all the evidence they’d need to see them in court and held accountable for any damage done.

Henrik had spotted some movement on the camera feed that night. He’d been glancing at it on the iPad up in the office while sipping coffee and swore he had seen a figure for a brief moment before the feed went dead. What had the person looked like? Henrik couldn’t be sure. The cameras had night vision and all he had seen was a very pale face and dazzling eyes in the green of the night vision before everything went black. Something about it all had shaken Henrik and he was more nervous than ever, and it wasn’t just about Lars’s driving.  

The entrance to one of the diversion tunnels yawned before the unbroken riverbank which was fringed with ice. When the tunnel was completed, the banks would be broken and the river diverted through the tunnels on either side, leaving the riverbed dry. So far, they hadn’t even blasted halfway through the rock. It would be summer before the river could be diverted.  

Lars and Henrik switched on their flashlights and started walking along the tree line, following the riverbank towards the defective camera. It had occurred to Lars that two safety inspectors confronting saboteurs in the middle of the night might not be the best idea. But he bolstered his courage with the thought of how weedy the environmental nuts he had seen were. Gen Z hippie wannabies. How tough could they be? They’d probably run off like frightened rabbits if they were spotted.

“Here’s where the camera should be,” said Henrik, shining his flashlight on a tree. There was a deep groove in the bark, as if it had been sliced with something. “What the hell?”

The remains of the camera lay at their feet, pieces of black plastic and metal components scattering the snow. 

“Somebody doesn’t like us snooping on them,” said Lars, scanning the surrounding trees with his flashlight. “That means they’re up to no good. You scout around down by the entrance to the tunnel, see if they’ve done any more damage. I’ll look around in the woods up here. Maybe they’re still loitering about.”

“You want to split up?” Henrik asked, his face pale in the moonlight. 

“I want to catch these fuckers and make them pay for the camera and all the rest of it,” said Lars. “Go on, don’t be a pussy. I’ll meet you down at the tunnel. Keep in touch on the radio.” He slapped the walkie-talkie at his hip. 

Henrik nodded glumly and headed off, his boots crunching in the snow. Lars turned and made his way up through the trees. 

The woods grew thicker farther up the valley wall, and he shone his flashlight into the shadows to see if he could spot any movement. All was silver in the beam of his flashlight and the branches of the trees were heavily laden with snow. Sound was muffled and his own footsteps squeaking in the snow were deafening.

Some distance away, a branch deposited its snow with a loud ‘flump!’ Lars spun in the direction of the noise, aiming his light at it. Snow fell off branches all the time, the weight of it bending the springy limbs too far so that they couldn’t support it. Or perhaps the snow had been disturbed by somebody moving through the woods? 

He crept closer, aiming his flashlight on the ground, looking for footprints. He found the pile of snow, newly disturbed beneath a bare branch. There was nothing else to see. No footprints. Nothing.   

His walkie-talkie crackled into life and made his heart jump into his mouth. 

“Lars?” came Henrik’s nervous voice. “I found some footprints, Lars.”

“OK, which way are they headed?”

“Along the riverbank. Away from the tunnel.”

“Shit! All right, I’ll come back over. There’s nothing to see up here.”

“OK, but hurry!” Henrik was whispering now, and Lars could barely hear him. “I ...ink I ...eard ...ing,”

“What?” Lars said. “Speak up, Henrik, I can’t hear you. You’re breaking up.”

“S ... in the ...unnel!”

“Hold on, I’ll be right there.”

Lars made his way down through the trees towards the river, holding onto them for support as his feet threatened to run away with him. As the sluggish flow of the river came into sight, he heard a sharp scream in the chill air of the night. It came from somewhere in the direction of the tunnel. “Henrik?” he said squeezing the button on his walkie-talkie. “Henrik, what’s going on?”

There was nothing but radio silence. He hurried along the riverbank towards the gaping mouth of the tunnel. There was no sign of Henrik. Where the hell had he got to? He scanned the ground with his flashlight and could see the footprints Henrik had spotted. They were wide and flat, with no tread. What the hell kind of boots made tracks like that? He could see Henrik’s alongside them; the distinctive imprint of his Alfa boots heading towards the tunnel. 

“Henrik!” he called. Surely, he wouldn’t have gone into the tunnel? 

He climbed down into the channel that had been cut into the rock and could see Henrik’s footprints vanishing into the darkness. What had possessed him to go in there alone? 

“Henrik!” he yelled, flashing his light down the maw of the tunnel as he followed his colleague’s trail. 

The snow vanished as he entered the shelter of the tunnel, and he could no longer see Henrik’s footprints. His own boots crunched on loose rock, echoing off the curved walls which glistened with frost. His flashlight scanned the ground and he stopped when he spotted a pool of blood and Henrik’s walkie-talkie lying next to it. 

“Henrik?” he asked, shining his light down the tunnel. The darkness seemed to swallow the powerful beam. Cold fear gripped Lars for the first time that night. Something had either lured Henrik into the tunnel or chased him into it and then attacked him. These were no limp-dicked hippies. They had actually attacked his colleague, and he knew he could be next if he didn’t keep his wits about him. He wanted to run back to the pickup and call the police but he knew he couldn’t leave Henrik down here with these psychos. He had to get him out. 

“Henrik?” he hissed, his voice a hoarse whisper, laced with terror. 

Something answered him from the depths of the tunnel. It was a kind of gargled, choking noise. Peering into the blackness, he could see something approaching him, low down, crawling along the ground towards him, arms flapping like a seal. 

A cry of terror escaped his throat. That terror turned to anguish as he realized that the thing was Henrik, crawling along on his belly, his face almost unrecognizable through a mask of blood.

“Fuck, Henrik!” he yelled, running forward to stoop down and help his colleague who seemed half paralyzed and wild with terror. 

He had been gravely injured to one side of his head. A flap of skin was peeled back from his skull and the glistening bone beneath was bright in the light of his flashlight. Blood sheeted his high-vis jacket and he looked up at Lars with pleading eyes, his mouth forming words that wouldn’t come, either through terror or brain injury. 

There was a noise deeper in the tunnel. A heavy footfall and a low rumble as from the deep gullet of a wild animal. Lars stood up and shone his flashlight into the face of something large that rushed towards him. 

Terror robbed him of voice and movement. He was frozen to the spot and gibbered pitifully as the thing bore down on him. It was large, man-like and hairy. Some variation on Bigfoot was the first thing that rocketed through Lars’s terror-stricken mind, but, as the thing lumbered closer, he saw that it was not covered with fur, but animal skins, encrusted with frost. This thing was human! 

But its face was like no human Lars had ever seen. Wrinkled, frost-blasted flesh puckered around shriveled lips and two pinpricks of blue light blazed within deep eye sockets. The face was skull-like in its pale sparseness but there was life in those hellish eyes and Lars knew that they were focused on him with an indomitable rage.

The man-creature lifted the haft of a long axe, its rusty iron head caked in hair and blood which could only be Henrik’s. Lars tried to scream but his voice froze in his paralyzed vocal cords. He tried to turn and run, but it was as if the coldness of the tunnel beneath the snow had seeped into his bones, rooting him to the spot. He could only watch as the axe head whistled downwards towards his face. 

The iron bit deep, splitting his skull down to the chin. 
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Some weeks later

David looked up at the snowy peaks in awe from the backseat as the car emerged from a tunnel and skirted the shores of a frozen lake. The skies were cloudless and blue and the sun beat down with a warmth that defied the frigid landscape.

“Impressive, huh?” his sister, Virginia said, squirming around in the front passenger seat to see his expression. “And this isn’t even the most beautiful part of the country. Last year, Jens took me to – where was it, honey? Geir ... anger? I can’t pronounce it.”

“Geirangerfjord,” said Jens from the driving seat. 

“Right,” said Virginia. “We went camping there in the summer and it was unbelievable.” 

“World heritage site,” said Jens. “But not the best for skiing.”

“Is where we’re going the best?” asked David. 

“Hardly,” said Silje who was sitting next to David. “For the best slalom skiing, you need to go to Trysil.”

“Bullshit, Silje!” said Jens, grinning at her in the rearview mirror. “Trysil is OK if you want to do kiddie stuff, but real skiers go to Voss. That’s where the serious shit is.”

“If you say so,” said Silje, rolling her eyes. 

“I don’t care which is best,” said Virginia. “I just can’t believe we got my little brother all the way to Norway!”

David smiled and said nothing. He continued to admire the view, if only to stop himself from staring at the stunningly gorgeous Silje who was in the seat next to him. When Virginia had said that they were going skiing for the weekend with her boyfriend and his colleague, he hadn’t known that the colleague was going to turn out to such a babe. 

She had straight blonde hair, dazzling blue eyes and a curvy figure beneath her winter jacket and pants which were just a little on the tight side. He guessed the stereotype about Scandinavian women had some truth to it, after all. It was a good job Norway was so cold, because he was definitely going to have to keep his cool this weekend. Just glancing at Silje made him feel the need to jump into that frozen lake over there. He was going to have to find out if she was single. He hoped she was. Wouldn’t she have brought a boyfriend on this trip if she wasn’t? 

David’s sister had moved to Norway three years ago to study nursing at the University of Bergen and had hooked up with Jens at a party. Jens worked for some energy company which was building a dam and had practically closed down a whole town and ski resort to do so. Jens, who was a mad skier, had procured the keys to the ski resort through one of his contacts and had come up with the brilliant idea to have a quick, illicit skiing weekend before the hotel and resort was torn down and the area flooded. 

They would have the whole hotel and the slopes to themselves as all the skiers would be at one of the other resorts this winter. It seemed crazy that a whole resort would be closed for the season when the dam wasn’t even near completion, but Jens had explained that there had been some problems, and the construction had been delayed. The energy company had purchased the land and, as nothing was happening to the hotel yet, it would be a shame not to take advantage of the situation. 

So, Virginia had invited David to come visit her. He hadn’t seen her since she had moved to Norway. She didn’t talk to their parents these days, not that he blamed her, but it meant that they barely saw each other anymore. He knew that it might be years until he saw her again and, being currently unemployed, he had no commitments to keep him from a trip to Norway. 

His only obstacle was financial but Virginia, always the caring big sister, had offered to pay for his ticket. That was a first. Virginia had always been the wild child, dating musicians and living on friends’ couches, doing drugs and partying constantly. Their parents had all but washed their hands of her but, he had to admit, she seemed to have turned her life around. She was studying to become a nurse and this boyfriend of hers was clearly loaded. He wished he could say the same, but he was in dire financial straits that Virginia didn’t know the half of and he didn’t feel much like telling her. Still, with a paid for plane ticket and accommodation that wasn’t going to cost him a cent, he figured this was an affordable vacation. And God knew, he needed it.  

Also, he had always loved snowboarding. He’d got into it as a teenager, riding the slopes of their native Wisconsin before heading down to Aspen with some buddies in their later years. He hadn’t boarded for a while, but still had all his gear and knew that if he couldn’t dig himself out of the financial hole he had gotten himself in, then he’d eventually have to sell his board. The thought made him sick. A lot of good memories were tied up with that old board. This trip to Norway might be his last ride with it, and he was determined to make it count. 

The others had picked him up at Bergen airport in Jens’s company car; a black SUV (which Jens pronounced as a ‘soov’). It had been great to see Virginia again. She’d really toned down her appearance. Her hair wasn’t purple for a start and a lot of her facial piercings had healed up. Jens was a pretty straight-looking guy in expensive winter gear and seemed like the kind of guy to keep her on the straight and narrow. But David’s attention had been quickly grabbed by Silje who had squeezed his hand with a firm, Nordic friendliness, flashing him a beaming smile with perfect teeth. Damn, she was beautiful. He hadn’t minded at all climbing in the back with her as they headed north-east, inland towards the glaciers and the skiing slopes. 

The radio, which had been fading in an out for the past half an hour, finally gave up the ghost as they entered a small town and Jens switched it off. The slopes above the town were peppered with skiers and snowboarders that zig-zagged their way down while yet more could be seen dangling their legs from the chairlifts. 

“Busy spot,” said Virginia. 

“Yep,” said Jens. “A nightmare. But wait until you see where we’re going to be skiing! There’ll be no queuing for the lifts, put it that way!” 

They stopped at a grocery store to pick up some last-minute essentials like beer and snacks to add to the already overloaded SUV which was stuffed with everything four people might need for two nights in a closed-down hotel. It was mostly toilet paper and food with their skiing gear in a cargo box on the roof. 

They loaded up a couple of baskets with chips, dip, candy bars and ready meals like packet soups, noodles and chili as well as several cardboard trays of beer. “You ladies take this stuff out to the car,” said Jens as he paid the cashier. “David and I will head next door to get the booze.”

In Norway, anything stronger than beer, David had learned, had to be purchased from the ‘vinmonopolet’, a specialist store for wines and spirits. They headed in and David let Jens do the choosing. He was glad that Virginia and Jens had paid for the food and beer, the prices of which had been eyewateringly steep to him, but when he saw what a single bottle of whiskey cost, his jaw just about hit the floor. 

“You like scotch or bourbon?” Jens asked him.

“I’m not really picky,” said David, having no intention of laying down forty bucks for a bottle of anything. 

“I’ll get both,” said Jens, shoving a bottle of Glenmorangie and one of Jack Daniels into his basket. 

“Look, Jens ...” said David, his face coloring. “I didn’t exactly bring much money with me ...”

“Don’t worry about it, my man!” said Jens, jovially clapping him on the shoulder. “This weekend is on us! I know Norwegian prices can be a little steep for foreigners. Now, they have the kind of wine Sijle likes. What about Virginia?”

David blinked at him. He hadn’t seen his sister in three years. Didn’t Jens know what his own girlfriend liked to drink? “Uh, she likes wine,” he said weakly. Along with anything else that can get you fucked up, he added in his mind and then chided himself for it. Virginia had really turned over a new leaf, but he guessed she still enjoyed a drink.

“Yeah, I’ll get a couple of bottles for her as well,” said Jens. “This Riesling is good shit. It’s all Silje ever drinks.”

“Thanks, man,” said David. 

Jens smiled. “No problem. This weekend is gonna be fucking awesome!”

––––––––
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“SO, HOW LONG HAVE YOU known Jens?” Virginia asked Silje as they wedged the groceries in between the sleeping bags and packs of toilet paper. She hoped it sounded like an innocent and natural question. 

“Oh, like five years or something?” Silje replied. “We started at Etren at the same time, so we really came up in the company together.”

“He talks about you quite a bit,” said Virginia, trying not to sound resentful. 

Silje nodded in that infuriatingly cheery blonde way. “We’ve been working pretty closely on the administration of the damn project. A lot of travelling together, conferences, that sort of thing.”

“Yeah, I’m aware.” OK, that sounded a little resentful. Even Silje seemed to take the hint. 

“Oh, I hope you don’t think anything is like ... going on between us?” she said.

Wow, just come right out and say it, why don’t you, Virginia thought. She wondered if that was a good sign or a bad one. “Oh, of course not!” she said, trying to match Silje’s upbeat tone. “Jens and I are rock solid. I think I can trust him around you!”

Silje smiled and slammed the hatchback, turning from her with a swish of her impossibly straight and perfect blonde hair. God, she was too pretty.

“So, your brother seems nice,” said Silje as they got into the car. Virginia got the feeling she was trying to change the topic. 

“Yeah, he’s great,” said Virginia. “I haven’t seen him for a few years, so it’s real nice to get him to come visit me.”

“You two aren’t close? I couldn’t go without seeing my brothers for a few years! I come from a pretty close-knit family.”

“That must be nice,” said Virginia, trying not to make it sound sarcastic. Her family was anything but ‘close-knit’. In fact, she hadn’t seen her parents in about four years. It was a mutual thing. After their last big fight, she’d headed to Chicago and then, in a roundabout way, wound up in Norway, on the other side of the world and in the perfect place for a fresh start.  

She’d always been the troublesome daughter. Her rebellious teenage years with the pink hair, the piercings and the shock rock bands had been bad enough for her conservative parents, but when she had gotten into drugs in high school, it had damaged their relationship beyond repair.

They’d had their biggest fight the night her dad had discovered cocaine in her room. They’d both screamed at her and called her all the names their polite tongues could muster. She’d stormed out then, packed a bag and hadn’t looked back. She had a friend in Chicago who owned a record store and had offered her a job. A sexual relationship was an unspoken but obvious clause in the agreement, so she’d hooked up with him and they lived together in a shitty apartment for a while. She hadn’t really been into him, but she had nowhere else to go and so she worked and partied as hard as she could, spending every cent she earned on rent and drugs, so her past felt as distant as possible. 
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