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      DRAUG

    


    
      draug or draugr


      noun [ˈdrɑuɣr̩]


      From Norse mythology and medieval folklore.


      An undead creature or reanimated corpse that inhabits its grave, often guarding buried treasure.


      Also known as “barrow-dweller” or, literally, “again-walker.”

    

  


  
    
      ONE

    


    
      What have I done?


      How could I have let it come to this?


      I only wanted to please her. To give her what she wanted. And look what it brought me. I have lost everything.


      God will no doubt judge me for this. I will have to answer for my actions as soon as I’m dead. And that won’t be long.


      I suppose this will be my punishment. It seems only fair. After all, I’m the one who woke him up.


      Him.


      I don’t even know if that’s the right pronoun. All I know is, he’s surely evil.


      I can hear her, even as I write these words. She’s in the bedroom. I tied her down, but she must have gotten free. She’s scratching at the door.


      But what do I care? She’s no longer really there. My love is gone. Dead. Torn from this world, in a much crueler way than even her cancer could have done. And a lot sooner, too.


      All because of my ignorance.


      I will end it on my terms. I will bring this old chair, along with the rope from the basement, and I will visit the old cabin out in the woods one last time. To whomever finds this notebook, that’s where you’ll find me.


      First, I will jot everything down. I will tell the story as truthfully and in as much detail as I can. The world should know what happened.


      If nothing else, let this recollection serve as a warning.


      Do not go near the hill in the garden.


      He is still out there.
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      Where do I start?


      It wasn’t when I agreed to dig out the hill. It wasn’t even when I cut the first sod.


      No, I guess the story really begins before that.


      On the morning that Helda found the lump under her arm.


      I think we both knew what it meant. I could tell from her eyes she expected the worst. She had her scan that same afternoon. I still remember the drive back from Torik. How quiet it was in the car. Helda, sitting there, leafing through all the stupid brochures they gave us.


      You have cancer—now what? And Dealing with a terminal diagnosis. And Things to know about chemotherapy.


      They could have saved the paper. It was clear from the look on the oncologist’s face that it was a one in a million chance that Helda would be alive to see Christmas. But of course, they had to offer her all the available treatment.


      “I don’t get it,” I recall her saying as we reached Bodum. “I haven’t felt a thing. No pain, nothing. How can it be so advanced without giving me symptoms?”


      “Beats me,” I told her, driving through the village. “Probably that damn Wi-Fi that did it to you. I knew I should have never let them talk me into it.”


      She placed a hand on mine and smiled. “Don’t you go blaming yourself now, old man. This isn’t anyone’s fault.”


      I couldn’t bear to even look at her. “You’ll beat this,” I grumbled, squeezing the wheel. “You’re the toughest person I know.”


      She sighed. “I don’t know. I’m not even sure I want to.”


      “Want to what?” Now I looked at her, incredulous. “Don’t tell me you’re turning down treatment.”


      “You heard what I heard, Halgrim. What will be the point? Pain and nausea. Lying in bed all the time.” She shook her head slowly. “No, I think I’d much prefer spending my days in the garden, with you.” The smile she sent me almost got me to break into tears. “Maybe we can finally get that hearth built you promised me? Now that your back is better?”


      I told her to knock that silly idea out of her head. I told her to get ready to fight with all she had. I told her how I couldn’t live without her.


      Helda didn’t say anything else. She didn’t need to. She’d made her decision. She’d accepted things a lot sooner than I.


      That was Helda. The eternal pragmatist.


      God, how I miss her.
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      A week later, I began digging.


      We’d spent the days sitting together in silence. Eating, sleeping, thinking. I’m not sure I was at a point of acceptance yet, but at least I was getting used to the thought of her leaving soon.


      “Tell you what,” she said one afternoon. We were sitting right here, where I am now. It was a beautiful, sunny day. She looked out at the garden and sipped her coffee. “If you dig me that fireplace, I’ll do a round of chemo.”


      I scoffed. “What, are we bargaining now?”


      “Whether my cancer responds to it or not, you have to finish the fireplace. But if it does nothing, I won’t do the second round. How’s that?”


      I glanced out the window. The lawn needed trimming, the bushes too. I hadn’t exactly been in the mood for gardening lately. In the apple tree sat the magpie that had been hanging around all summer. And at the back was the mound. It was overgrown with alpine catchflies, their purple faces shining in the sun.


      “It’ll be a hell of a job, you know that, right? I’ll have to do it manually.”


      “I could ask Frederik to bring over the mini digger? It wouldn’t take him more than—”


      “Oh, no, no, no,” I grunted, shaking my head. “For one thing, I’m not having him drive that thing across the lawn. He’ll do more damage than good. And secondly, you know I can’t stand him.”


      “He’s my brother, you know,” Helda said, no real insult in her voice. “You’ll have to learn to get on with him. Soon, he’ll be the only family you’ve got.”


      “I’ll do it myself,” I told her, ignoring the remark. “It’ll just take a while, that’s all I’m saying.”


      It took a lot longer than I imagined.


      Of course, that’s because I dug a lot deeper than what I had planned.
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      If I didn’t know any better, I’d almost think that old heap of soil wanted to keep me out.


      I’ve done a lot of gardening in my life. I’ve never had to put my back into it like when I began digging in that mound.


      The ground was heavy, fat, rich. It’d been lying there for God knows how many centuries, untouched by human hands. After the first day of working, I could barely see I had begun.


      The magpie kept me company, watching me with its curious, black eyes from the apple tree.


      Helda cheered me on. She brought me things to drink. Talked about how great it would be, sitting out here by the fire.


      “Huh. It’s blue,” she said suddenly.


      “What now?” I panted, looking over my shoulder.


      “The ground.” She came over, nudged me aside and crouched down. She scooped up a handful, and I finally noticed the blueish tint to it. “It’s clay,” she said. “Well, isn’t that something? I’ve never seen blue clay before.”


      She asked me to fill a bucket with the stuff. Said she knew someone down in Torik who was into pottery and who’d love to try it.


      So, I did. The woman came by the next day. Wonder where she is now. I wonder if the ground itself was cursed. If we passed on some of the evil that dwells out there.


      Probably not. I don’t think it was in the soil. If it was, I would have been affected by it sooner.


      No, it was what we found inside the ground. Dwelling. Waiting.


      It was him.
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      I woke up the next morning, my back killing me, my hands full of blisters.


      I put on Band-Aids, went back out there, and worked all day. By evening, I’d made little progress.


      That routine repeated itself for four or five days. The harder I went at it, the slower the hole seemed to come along.


      But I’m a stubborn old prick. I was doing it for Helda, and I wasn’t going to quit until she got her fireplace.


      Finally, on the sixth day, the hole was deep and tall enough that I could step inside it. I began propping it up using the old two-by-fours I had lying around. It was a precaution. If half a ton of the dirt collapsed on me, I would get buried alive.


      Helda had gotten her first round of chemo by then. She was in bed, sleeping. I checked on her now and then. Brought her water. Emptied the bowl she puked in.


      Suddenly, one afternoon, she came out to the garden. I remember how the sky was overcast, a mild breeze stirring. It had come on rather suddenly, and it looked like it might rain. The first signs of autumn approaching. At this rate, the fireplace wouldn’t be ready until Christmas, and it was annoying the hell out of me.


      Helda, on the other hand, smiled when she saw the progress I’d made. “You’re doing great, old man.”


      I was just glad to see her able to walk again. She looked less pale; her eyes were more alive. She’d brought me a cold beer. I slumped down on the wheelbarrow and drank greedily.


      Helda stepped inside the hole and studied the wall. “It’s going to be great,” she said. “I can’t wait to see it finished.”


      I think I told her not to hold her breath. She didn’t answer right away, and I didn’t notice what she was doing. Not until she stood with the thing in her hand.


      “What the hell is that?” I asked.


      She brushed the metal gently, blew away the pieces of dirt clinging to it. Even in the fading daylight, I could tell it was a piece of jewelry, one that had once been very beautiful.


      “It was sticking out of the wall,” she said. I remember how she couldn’t seem to take her eyes off the thing as she turned it over. “I think it’s a brooch. Looks like it’s very, very old. Medieval, maybe.”


      I was about to say something, when out of nowhere, there a flash of lightning overhead. The thunderclap followed immediately. I’ve never experienced a lightning strike so close. It had touched down right on top of the mound. My ears were ringing. I swear I could feel the electricity in the air.


      “Come on!” I told Helda, getting up and rushing towards the house as the rain started pouring. It was like a shower had been turned on.


      I was halfway across the lawn when I realized Helda wasn’t coming. Turning back around, I saw her standing there, right in front of the hole in the mound, still gawking at the piece of metal in her hands. Her hair and clothes were already soaked, but she didn’t seem to notice.


      “Helda! Goddamnit, you’ll get sick!”


      She finally heard my call and rushed to join me.


      As soon as we closed the terrace door behind us, the rain magically ceased. Again, it was like a handle had been turned. The brief downpour had been violent enough that pools were all over the lawn and terrace.


      “I’m not going out there,” I muttered, running a hand through my hair. “It’ll probably start again any moment.”


      “Goodness, will you look at this?”


      Helda was holding up the metal for me to see. It had been washed clean by the rain, and I could tell it was bronze. Just by looking at it, it was clear that it wasn’t contemporary. Even to someone completely ignorant of history or archeology like me. It was obviously handmade, and several hundred years old.


      “That’s something, all right,” I muttered. “We should probably tell someone about it.”


      Helda looked at me for the first time since finding the jewelry. Her expression was incredulous. “What do you mean? Tell who?”


      “Well, whoever handles historical artifacts. That thing belongs in a museum, I’m sure.”


      “But I found it.”


      I was heading to the bathroom to fetch us a couple of towels, but her tone made me hesitate and look back. She was once again turning the jewelry over, staring at it.


      “Yeah, I know, but … isn’t there some law with these things? I’m pretty sure we’re not supposed to keep it.”


      Helda sent me a look which reminded me of when we were a lot younger and about to do something naughty. “I won’t tell if you won’t.”


      I snorted. “Fine, what’s the harm? Keep it, then.” I couldn’t really care less. I had accepted by now that Helda would probably not be around much longer, so I saw no good reason why she couldn’t keep the piece. If I absolutely wanted to hand it over to a museum, I could do so when she was gone.


      But what left a weird feeling in my gut was the way she acted. Helda was never possessive, especially not when it came to glittery things. And yet she was looking at the darn thing like Gollum looked at the ring.


      At the time, I guess I wrote it off as her being terminal. If that didn’t change you, what could?


      Now, of course, I know better.


      I wish I’d ripped that damned brooch from her and thrown it out the window.


      Maybe things would have gone differently if I had.


      Maybe.
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      That night, I got wrapped up in a movie.


      Helda said she was tired and went to bed early. I stayed up and watched the movie. It was a horror story about a haunted house. Those always get me. It was midnight when it finally ended. I went to brush my teeth, and when I exited the bathroom and turned off the lights in the hallway, I heard someone whispering.


      I write “someone” because I couldn’t recognize Helda’s voice at first. Not only was her tone different, the words were also completely foreign.


      I just stood there, listening while holding my breath. Had I forgotten to turn off the television? No, the whisper came from the bedroom. It didn’t sound like a conversation. More like someone was reciting something. There were no real pauses, just a constant stream of nonsense words.


      I stepped closer, pushed the door gently open, and peeked inside.


      I halfway expected someone to be in there with Helda. But no one was.


      Helda was lying under the covers, her back turned. I couldn’t tell in the darkness whether she was moving or not, but it didn’t seem like it.


      The whisper continued, and as I listened, I realized it wasn’t completely foreign. It sounded like Norwegian, only different. Some words were kind of familiar, but the pronuncation was weird. It was like listening to someone who had a stroke and couldn’t talk right anymore, but didn’t realize it.


      “Helda?” I whispered. “Are you awake?”


      The whisper ceased abruptly, like shutting off a radio.


      She turned over to look at me. The way she did it made me sure she hadn’t been asleep. “Oh, you’re coming to bed?” she asked. She tried to make it sound like a casual question. She tried to sound tired. She even forced a yawn. When you’ve been with someone for forty years, you can tell when they’re pretending.


      Why she would pretend to have been asleep, though, I had no idea.


      “Did you hear anything?” I asked, stepping inside, glancing around the room. The only hiding places were under the bed and inside the closet. I checked both as discreetly as I could.


      “What, just now?” Helda asked. Again, there was pretend in her voice. With a hint of guilt. “No, I don’t think so. What are you looking for?”


      “I just … I thought I heard someone talking.”


      “Huh. Must have been a radio.” She nodded towards the open window.


      The night was very quiet. On still nights, we can now and then hear the neighbors talking.


      So, I nodded, content with not thinking any more of it. “Yeah, you’re probably right.” I slipped into bed next to her. “Sorry I woke you up.”


      “Don’t worry about it.”


      She moved slightly, and I heard a low clonk, as she placed something on the night table. Lifting my head, I saw the brooch.


      “Goodnight, old man,” she whispered, and this time, the yawn that followed was real.


      I didn’t answer. I couldn’t. I just lay there, listening to her breath as she slipped into deep sleep within minutes.


      The way she’d told me good night—the whispering—it had reminded me so much of the voice I’d heard before coming in here.


      The thought of Helda having lain here, wide awake, fondling the jewelry, talking to herself in a strange dialect I’d never heard before … it was enough to give me the chills. And why would she lie about it, too?


      I wanted to ask her what the heck was going on. But she was sound asleep, and I didn’t want to wake her up. She needed the rest. I did too. But I didn’t fall asleep until much later.
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      The next day, after breakfast, I resumed digging.


      As soon as I started, I could tell it was different. Suddenly, the soil wanted to be moved. That’s the only way I can explain it. Every sod seemed to hold three times as much, yet it weighed almost nothing. I figured it was just my poor old body that’d finally gotten used to the labor. I even praised myself for being stronger than I thought.


      Thinking back now, I know it had nothing to do with me or my strength.


      Before noon, I’d made more progress than all the other days combined. The hole was big enough to begin building the walls. I already had the bricks. They’d been sitting next to the firewood for years.


      I needed cement, though. So I told Helda I would go to the builders merchant down in Torik. She was in the kitchen, doing the dishes, humming along to the radio. She was in a great mood. More energized than she’d been for years. I even thought she looked younger.


      “You look great,” I blurted out.


      “Thank you,” she beamed at me. “I feel great, too.”


      “You think … you think the chemo’s working?”


      She laughed heartedly. “Already? It’s only been a week. That would be a medical miracle, wouldn’t it?”


      “Well, it’s just … I haven’t seen you like this for a long time.”


      She looked out the window and took a deep breath. “That fireplace is really coming along nicely. I can’t wait to sit out there, enjoying a glass of mead, spending time with the man of my life.” She sent me another warm smile, and as she did, she turned around just enough for me to see the brooch attached at her collarbone. Then she continued washing the dishes and whistling.


      I suddenly felt very different than just a moment ago. “Why are you wearing that?”


      “This?” she asked, turning her head halfway. “I’ve worn it a hundred times. It’s the sweater you bought me.”


      “No, I’m talking about that.” I strode over to her, pointed at the jewelry.


      She looked down. As though she’d forgotten it was even there, she laughed. “Oh, that? Well, I think it goes well with the sweater, don’t you?”


      I couldn’t place it. Couldn’t put it into words. For some odd reason, I didn’t want that thing sitting on her. “Don’t you think you should keep it someplace safe? I mean, an old artifact like that could easily break.”


      She shrugged. “What’s the point in owning such a beautiful brooch if I’m not going to wear it?”


      I couldn’t think of anything else to say. I had no real reason to ask her to take off the damn thing, other than what my gut was telling me.


      So, I simply left the house.
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      That night, I woke up around two.


      Helda wasn’t lying next to me. I figured she’d gone to the bathroom. But I couldn’t hear her. So I went to check.


      She wasn’t in the bathroom. She wasn’t in the kitchen, either. I checked the living room, found it empty, but the terrace door was ajar. A breeze made the curtains move.


      I stepped over there, and I saw her. She was standing in front of the hole in the mound. Wearing her white nightgown, she looked almost celestial in the moonlight. Like a spirit or something. She’d left footprints across the dewy lawn.


      I was so surprised, at first I just stood there.


      Helda did too. Not moving. Except for small gestures with her head. Her back was turned, so I couldn’t see her face. And she was too far away for me to hear anything. But I got the impression she was talking in that weird dialect again.


      I pushed open the terrace door and called for her. I didn’t shout. It was obvious she was sleepwalking, and I didn’t want to shock her awake.


      She didn’t react to my voice at first, so I walked to her. As I came closer, I could tell she really was talking. Or rather, whispering.


      She didn’t see or hear me. I’m sure of it. Even as I came within a few feet of her, she still didn’t notice me. I was about to reach out a hand and touch her, when something made me hesitate. I suddenly picked up on another voice. One I hadn’t heard until now. It sounded a lot like the wind, which is what I’d taken it to be.


      As I gazed at the hill, it looked like a giant head protruding from the underground. No eyes, but a huge, gaping mouth. The mouth I’d given it. The hole. It was from there that this other voice came. A thin, slithering, luring call. It kept repeating a few phrases over and over again, using the same dialect that Helda was.


      I made out one word: draug.


      Then, suddenly, the voice stopped speaking. The wind settled. The night turned dead quiet.


      Helda turned around slowly to look at me. Her expression was blank. Her face pale in the moonlight.


      “What are you doing here?” she asked. There was annoyance in her voice. Anger, even.


      “Me?” I blurted out. “I should ask you that. It’s the middle of the night, Helda. Why are you out here?”


      She shrugged. “Can’t a girl go for a walk in the moonlight?”


      “Who were you talking to?” I demanded.


      Helda came to me, placed a hand on my arm, and smiled. “Oh, Halgrim. You wouldn’t understand.”


      Then she simply walked past me and went inside.


      I stood there, dumbfounded, my heart pounding away. I stared into the hole in the hill, and I could swear I heard someone breathing in there. But maybe it was just the wind that had started blowing again.


      Whatever it was, I didn’t want to stick around. I rushed back inside.


      When I returned to the bedroom, Helda was sound asleep.


      I didn’t close an eye the rest of that night.
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      Went to the library the next day.


      I wasn’t comfortable leaving the house anymore. I didn’t want Helda to be alone there. I asked her to join me, but she didn’t want to go. She just wanted to be in the garden, enjoy the sunshine. And I couldn’t wait for her to take a nap, because she didn’t do that anymore. Said she didn’t feel tired at all.


      So, finally, I decided to take the chance.


      Told Helda I was taking a day off from working on the fireplace. She wasn’t too happy about it, but she also didn’t press the point.


      Driving away, I felt a strange relief. It was like something lifted from my head. A thick fog that’d been clouding me without me having noticed.


      I reached the library in Torik around noon. Been years since I read anything but the newspaper, so it took me a while to even find the non-fiction section. When I did, I realized I had no idea what I was even looking for.


      I stumbled upon a book about myths and folklore, and something made me take it out and leaf through it.


      And I saw it. Right there, printed on the page. The word from last night.


      Draug.


      I found an armchair, sat down, and began reading.


      It was unsettling to say the least.


      Next thing I knew, someone tapped my shoulder, and I jumped a foot into the air. A young librarian apologized and told me they were closing.


      It was eight o’clock. I’d been sitting here, completely absorbed, for hours. I’d almost read the entire book.


      For some reason, I didn’t want to bring it back home, so I didn’t check it out. I simply stuck it back onto the shelf, then left the library.


      Once I stepped outside, the sun was setting. I drove by a gas station and bought a couple of hot dogs. Then I drove home.


      Helda’s been pestering me for years now to get a cell phone. I just don’t see the point. We’re both home all day, and if we go anywhere, we’re together. Besides, there’s no signal where we live, so we only use the landline anyway.


      So she had no way of reaching me. I was sure I would be in for an earful when she saw me.


      Instead, I came home to something else entirely.
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      As soon as I drove into the village, I felt the fog return. It was like being submerged in deep water. The pressure inside my skull increased, and my thoughts grew sluggish.


      I parked in the driveway, then went inside.


      I called out for Helda, but got no answer. She wasn’t anywhere in the house. I kind of knew already where she would be. Yet I checked every room meticulously. Hoping that my fear wouldn’t come true.


      But it did.


      Helda was in the garden. Down by the mound. I spotted her from the window. She was wearing her nightgown. That’s the only reason I could see her in the darkness.


      I went out there, crossed the lawn, my heart hammering away. The magpie was in the apple tree, cawing loudly, as though telling me to hurry.


      “Helda?” I called. “What are you doing?”


      I could tell she’d been at it for hours. All the bricks I’d laid the previous day had been torn free, thrown out onto the grass—despite the fact that the cement was dry. It didn’t look like she’d used any tools, either. Of course, she must have. No human can tear loose bricks with their bare hands like they were LEGOs.


      Helda was digging away at the back wall of the hole—which she’d managed to turn into more of a tunnel. For that, she really was using her bare hands, clawing away at the soil, which came free willingly.


      A line from the book flashed through my mind: “… known to curse its victims, especially people who are vulnerable …”


      “Helda!” I shouted. “For God’s sake, snap out of it!”


      She finally heard me, and she whirled around. Glaring at me, she panted through gritted teeth, her hair a complete mess, sweat pouring down her face. And for a split second, I could have sworn her eyes were black as the night.


      Then she blinked, gulped in a few breaths, and she crumbled to the ground. I stepped forward and caught her arms. Dragging her back, I got her out of the hole, and she clung to me like a drowning person.


      I halfway lifted, halfway dragged her to the terrace. She slumped down in the chair and started crying. Hiding her face in her dirty hands, I couldn’t do anything but stare at her while she sobbed.


      “What were you doing?” I asked her, when the tears finally subsided. “What in the world is going on with you, Helda?”


      I knew the answer, of course. Just like with her cancer diagnosis, part of me had caught on right away. But the rest of me wasn’t ready to accept it.


      “He … he called for me,” Helda whispered, still hiding her face. “I couldn’t resist it … He wanted me to … he wanted it back …”


      “What?” I asked, not bothering to inquire about who “he” was—like I said, I knew already. And I didn’t want to hear her say it. “The brooch?”


      “Yes,” she croaked, unclasping the jewelry which was miraculously still attached to her gown. She held it up and looked at me through her hair. “Take it, Halgrim. Please. I can’t bear it any longer.”


      “The only thing the Draug truly cares about is its treasure—the things it was buried with. Nothing evokes its anger like grave robbers …”


      I hesitated. I wanted to help her. God knows I did. But I also didn’t want to touch the damn thing. The rational part of my brain argued that, as long as I hadn’t touched it, at least I wasn’t affected by it. If, however, I took it from her, it might mean we both would come under its curse.


      “Helda,” I began, not knowing what to say.


      “Please, take it, Halgrim,” she said again. “I don’t want it. I just want him to have it back. He can have it; I don’t care about eternal life …”


      “Et—eternal life?” I echoed.


      “… possesses certain supernatural abilities, like giving or taking away disease …”


      She nodded and swallowed. “That’s what he offered me. He made the cancer go away, Halgrim. But I think … I think there’s more to it … I think it comes with a price … and I don’t want that, Halgrim …” Her face crumbled up again. “Please … help me!”


      I recoiled as she tried placing the brooch in my hand. “Throw it in there, Helda. We’ll leave it and go.”


      Helda considered. She turned towards the hole, holding out the brooch as though it was poisonous. Then she threw it into the hole, and I heard it hit the back wall before falling on the dirt.


      Immediately, there came a rough gust of wind. A change in the air followed. It felt like the pressure dropped, and so did the temperature. My eardrums popped, and my skin grew icy. I saw Helda shiver and pulled her to me. “Well done,” I said. “Now, come on.”


      “Is it … is it done?” she whispered, as I led her towards the house. “Did it work, Halgrim? Will he leave me alone now?”


      “I believe so.”


      And I really did.


      God, I was foolish.
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      I woke up before sunrise the next morning, surprised I’d even been able to go to sleep.


      Helda was still sleeping deeply.


      The magpie was sitting on the window ledge, looking in at me. Its black eyes struck me as unusually knowing. Humanlike, almost. As though the bird was trying to tell me something. Then it suddenly took flight.


      I got up, slipped out into the garden. I went as close to the hill as I dared, all my senses alert.


      The brooch was gone. I felt a rush that was both fear and relief. Relief at the thought that the draug had taken back what was his. Fear at the thought of this ancient creature living right inside the mound.


      I stood there, considering. The book had said something about how people, according to the myths, would deal with draugs. While they were partly spiritual beings, they also existed in the physical world. Which meant they were bound by natural laws, and thus could be killed. The legends told of plenty of attempts, but only a few had ever succeeded. In order to kill a draug, they had to be decapitated, burned, and their ashes spread out at sea.


      But taking on a draug was almost always suicide. It would certainly be so for me. I was just an old man. The draug was, as the book put it, “twice the size of a human being, three times as strong, and able to control its opponent’s thoughts and movements …”


      There was no way I—or anyone else—could hope to win such a fight.


      I decided the best thing to do was to close the hole again. To rebury what we’d uncovered. The thought of taking up the shovel and throwing the soil back inside wasn’t pleasant. It would take me days. And I didn’t want to go near the hill ever again if I could help it.


      But I also couldn’t leave the hole like this.


      Then, the solution came to me. I could blow it shut. A single stick of dynamite should do it. I knew where to get my hands on it, too. Many years ago, I worked with a guy who helped build tunnels going through the mountains. If the guy was still alive, he could probably help me.


      I decided to go call him right away.
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      An hour later, Helda woke up.


      She joined me in the living room. I was sitting by the window, sipping my coffee. She placed a peck on my cheek.


      “Thank you,” she told me.


      I looked at her, and I could tell she was sick again. Just since last night, she’d aged considerably. Her skin was paler, her hair thinner, her eyes sunken.


      But she was also my wife again. I recognized her, and it almost made me break into tears.


      I told her about my plan to close the hole. I’d reached the guy, and he told me I could come for the dynamite tonight.


      “Good,” Helda said, nodding with emphasis. “You bury it deep, Halgrim. I never want to hear its voice again.”


      I promised her she wouldn’t have to. We hugged, and I felt immense relief that this awful, surreal nightmare was over. Funny, but I was glad to go back to battling Helda’s cancer. That seemed a lot more tangible than an ancient creature with supernatural powers.


      We spent that day together in the house. Helda was tired, and she nodded off a couple of times. I watched her sleep. I felt better than I had for days.


      Still, something kept bugging me. I could feel it in my bones. Something wasn’t right. Something was still missing.


      At the time, I figured it was the fact that I still had to close the hole in the mound.


      Now I know better.


      Still, I’m grateful we got that last day together. I guess it was more than we could have hoped for.


      What came after was so gruesome, so unimaginable, no one could have foreseen it.


      Certainly not me.
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      Right after dinner, I went to Torik to fetch the dynamite.


      The guy was very talkative. He wanted to catch up, and he was curious about what I needed the dynamite for. I gave him short, elusive answers. Told him something about how I was digging for a pond but had met rocky ground. I didn’t want him to become suspicious of anything.


      I left as quickly as I could.


      On my way back, it started raining. The sun had set, and a storm was gathering. By the time I reached the village, lightning was flashing all around me.


      I took it as a perfect distraction. I could blow up the hole in the hill without anyone noticing the explosion. So, I decided to get it done right away.


      Bringing the stick of dynamite in my inner pocket, I went around the house and headed right for the mound.


      Halfway across the lawn, I heard Helda scream.


      Spinning around, I stared up at the house. There was no light in the windows, and I couldn’t see her.


      Another scream. It wasn’t Helda. It came from the apple tree. The magpie was sitting there, in the nest it’d built. And as another flash of lightning tore the night sky open, I saw something glitter in the sudden light.


      Frowning, I stepped closer. The magpie took flight and disappeared into the rainy darkness, leaving behind its nest and the shiny thing it had stolen.


      I think I already knew what it was, even before I saw it closely.


      I stopped under the apple tree and gaped up at the brooch, which was protruding over the edge.


      And it all made sense at that moment. The thing I had felt was missing. I had sensed the wrath of the draug was still there, had felt it in the air all day, even though I thought we’d returned the brooch. When in reality, the darn magpie had been the one taking it.


      I knew what I had to do. And quickly. I climbed up the tree, my shoes slipping on the wet branches. I reached the nest, grabbed the brooch, and as I clutched the cold metal in my hand, I felt a singeing pain shoot up through my arm. I jumped down and ran for the hill.


      “Here!” I shouted, about to throw the brooch into the opening. “Take your damn jewelry, and leave us alone, you—”


      I was cut off by another flash of lightning. This one was so bright, it turned night into day for a heartbeat, and that allowed me to see inside the opening. And I saw that the back wall had been breached. The hole was way deeper than I’d ever dug.


      I looked down, and that’s when I saw the huge, muddy footprints. They led from the hill, across the lawn, and right up to the open terrace door.


      Then Helda screamed again—and I realized to my horror that it had been her I heard the first time, after all.


      Another piece of text from the book came to me then, clear as day: “The only thing that’ll make a draug leave its resting place voluntarily is to seek vengeance on those who’ve desecrated the tomb—or worse, stolen from it.”


      I ran for the house.
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      “Helda!”


      I shouted my wife’s name as I burst into the living room.


      She didn’t answer me. She couldn’t.


      I didn’t see her at first. All I saw was the figure standing in the middle of the room. It was hard to make out in the darkness, and I’m thankful for that. I’m not sure I could have seen it clearly and kept my sanity.


      Its back was turned to me, that much was obvious. It was tall, too tall to even stand upright, so it was leaning forward. If I had to describe it … I can barely find the words. It looked human—at least, it had two legs and two arms, a torso and a head. But it was way too big. Its arms seemed too long, and it was curved as though having been broken and put back together. On its fingers were nails like knives. It was wearing the remnants of a breastplate, made of leather and metal. On its head was a helmet, and one foot still had a leather shoe on. The creature was both boney and swollen at the same time. In several places, I could see the skeleton, and the flesh that was still attached was bluish with rot. The skin crawled with maggots.


      The draug looked exactly like what it was: a corpse that had been buried for centuries.


      The smell was so thick and putrid, I could barely breathe it in.


      It was talking, its voice both whiney and booming, as it blurted out incomprehensible sentences.


      Finally, I saw Helda. She was suspended in midair, hanging over the coffee table. Her gown had been torn, and she had several deep cuts all over her skin. Her face was contorted into a mask of fear and pain, her eyes turned all the way back. Her mouth was open in a soundless scream.


      The sight of her was what enabled me to regain control of myself.


      “Here it is!” I shouted, my voice trembling as I held up the brooch. “Take this cursed thing back!”


      The creature turned its giant head to look at me. Then it walked across the floor. I felt every footstep like a small earthquake, and I heard the drizzle of mud and maggots that rained to the floor. The draug took the brooch from me, and gave off a deep, rumbling sigh.


      Then it simply lumbered towards the terrace door. Slipping out into the night, it left behind only the foul stench and the trail of mud. The moment it left the house, Helda dropped with a shriek and landed on the table.


      I rushed to her as she began crying. I picked her up and carried her to the bedroom.
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      I cleaned her wounds as best I could. They weren’t as deep as I feared. The draug hadn’t tried to kill her—it easily could have—but probably just wanted to cause her enough pain for her to give him back his brooch. But I could tell it was too late for cleaning—the skin around the cuts was already turning green.


      Helda whispered my name a couple of times, and I told her it was all right, that she was safe now. She soon spiked a fever, and I brought her something to drink. She slipped away and never regained consciousness.


      I stayed with her, listened to her breathing as it became more and more shallow.


      I should have called for an ambulance. But I knew it was no use. I recalled what the book had said: “Much like many modern-day depictions of zombies, the draug can infect others by biting or scratching them, turning them into undead creatures as well.”


      While I sat there, I realized the rain had ceased. The night was quiet, the sky clear and full of stars. And outside the window sat the magpie, staring in at us. Its black eyes had a devilish look to them.


      She died within half an hour.


      As soon as she stopped breathing, I tied her down as gently as I could, using a sheet from the cabinet.


      I didn’t want to see her wake back up, so I left the bedroom. The moment I was about to close the door, I heard her moan, and I made a big mistake: I looked over at her one more time.


      Her eyes. God help me. They were black. Like the magpie’s.


      She snarled and snapped her teeth at me and began to struggle to get free.


      I left without a word.


      And now I’m sitting here. By the window. Watching the sunrise. The last one these old eyes will ever see.


      The fever is rising in me, too. My muscles ache. My skin is burning. I’m shivering. I will need to get going now. If I stay much longer, I won’t reach the cabin.


      In case anyone reading this is wondering how I got the disease, or curse, or whatever the hell this thing is—it wasn’t Helda. The scratch on my hand was from when the draug took the brooch from me. Whether it intended to cut me with its long nails or not, I have no idea. Does it even matter? That awful thing of evil is still out there, back in its tomb, looming underground.


      I tried blowing it up. But the dynamite wouldn’t ignite, no matter what I did.


      I’m sure the draug had something to do with that.


      I tried putting Helda to rest as well. I even opened the door slightly. Just enough to point the rifle at her. She just growled and tried to scratch me. But I couldn’t do it. God save me, I couldn’t give her peace.


      I hope whoever finds this will succeed where I have failed. Please, be merciful. And be careful.


      Goodbye.
***

      
        Hope you enjoyed this prequel.


        If you haven’t begun the series yet, you can do so now at the links below
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