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Description: They say we inherit the sins of those who came before
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Until | saw her.

There was something in her eyes, a spark of warmth in all that
coldness. | knew | needed her. | wanted her to come outside, to play
in the snow with me, to build a snowman. And maybe... just maybe...
if we could be like children again, if we could lose ourselves in the
frost and cold, she could save me.
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If 1 could tell you how a beginning turned into an end, | would. But in this story, the
end wasn't really an end; it was just a beginning. Just as it started, it ended, and
nothing was as it seemed. This is the story of a man, someone who was as cold as
snow, his heart frozen, yet he decided to melt for one person. Me.

"Bree!"

The shout pulled me from my thoughts. | looked up, pushing my blonde hair off my
shoulder as | peered around the coffee machine. My coworker Nea was wrestling
with a basket full of coffee bean bags, having wrapped her arms around it as if it
weighed a ton. Her voice pitches higher with urgency as she yells again, "Bree! A
little help here?’

| hurried over, sliding around the counter. Her face was scrunched with effort, and the
basket wobbled precariously in her grip. Before she could cry out again, | grabbed
one side. Together, we wrestled it onto the bar. It hit the surface with a dull thud, and
Nea let out an exaggerated groan, her hands flying to her hips as she stood straight.

"Y ou know," | teased, brushing my hands off, "you could've asked for help earlier."
"It'ssix in the morning," she said, fighting off ayawn. "I'm half-asleep.”

"Clearly," | said, raising an eyebrow.

She gave me a saucy wink. "Besides, | forgot you were here."



"Nea," | laughed, shaking my head as | walked back to the coffee machine.
"Sometimes | swear you've got early-onset dementia.”

She laughed loudly, the kind of laugh that could wake the birds. She tapped the side
of her head with mock seriousness. "Y ou're probably right. | should check on my last
two brain cells before they die."

| tossed a cleaning cloth at her, smirking. "Oh, stop it."

The loud tick of the clock announced six am. sharp. The sun had not been bold
enough yet to cast its light upon us, and the café was wrapped in the darkness. This
was my haven-mornings like this. All the nightmares that haunted my nights felt so
small under the glowing lights of this warm café. And when Sleep at least decided to
be afoe, | knew | would be in peace here.

The jingle above the door yanked me back to the here and now. Cold air swirled in,
touching my skin, and on its heels came the scent of winter: sharp, clear cold and the
earthly, homelike smell of wood.

| turned toward the sound of the door, my gaze rising from the counter to the man
who'd just walked in. A black coat clung to the lines of his tall frame. The quiet
intensity came with him into the air, like a whispered promise, as he turned toward
me. Café light caught against his face, and my breath hitched. His eyes, asicy as the
frost, locked onto mine, piercing, freezing me in my spot. His gaze was sharp, hard to
forget, and my heart stumbled in my chest as recognition struck.

"Bree?' he whispered low and raspy as if wrenched from him. He seemed to look as
shocked as | felt; his exhalation froze in the cold air between us.

It had been far too long, far too bloody long since I'd last seen him. Even through a
cold swirl stirring around, | felt the warmth inside melt something frozen in me that



had been there for far too long. And it was suddenly back, just in his eyes, in the tone
of hisvoice, how the air around me felt when he was there. Suddenly, it was al there,
and a torrent of memories came over me, memories of a time far away, of another
me.

And | was back in the year 2016.
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"Leavesfall,
Snow melts,
Everything ends,
to begin,
Again." — Unknown
The first snow had fallen, that kind of snow that covered the world in silent stiliness,
muffling the chaos of the city. Years had passed since | had seen such snow, and its
beauty took my breath away. Each flake seemed to dance before settling on the
ground, adding to the white expanse that stretched as far as my eyes could see.
| sat on aworn-out wooden bench, with peeling paint and creaky dats, holding in my
hands a steaming cup of coffee. Heat seeped through the frozen fingers as the biting
chill clung to the air. With my legs crossed over, | exhaled strongly, my breath rolling
upwards into the air in curled wreaths before it broke. Closing my eyes for just that

moment, allowing icy silence to wrap me up. When | opened them again, motion, like
adifferent life, unfolded before my eyes.



People were hurrying, scarves and coats wrapped high, the sound of footsteps
crunching through the snow. A woman dlipped, flailing her arms, catching herself
with a nervous laugh. Children shrieked, their laughter carrying through the stillness.
Two girls crouched by a snowman, their cheeks red with cold.

The older one yanked a striking scarf from her sister's head and threw it around the
snowman's neck. The tiny one giggled, pushed askew a bright hat upon her head, and
positioned it on the top. The little gloved hand fixed in a wayward smile on the grim
iced face of the picture; two twig arms rubbed on either side into their frosty giant. |
couldn't help but smile. At that moment, it was amost as if the world had condensed
itself into something so pure and simple. And | ailmost envied the children who bring
joy to their world, untouched by the weight that obscures it. | shut my eyes again,
trying to catch my memories, but they all slipped away, melting like snow. My
childhood is a blur, hazy at best; pieces missing, edges frayed. Who was |? Some
shell, a shadow of the person that | once wanted to be yet could no longer remember.

| opened my eyes, and they fell upon the cup of coffee cradled in my hands. The dark
liquid rippled where my fingers had slightly moved. My eyes dropped down to my
wrists, where old scars carved across like faded whispers of apain | wanted to bury.

Two parallel lines, remind me of nights when the darkness had promised to swallow
me whole. A lump rose in my throat, and unwanted tears spilled out, running down
my cheeks and the sudden warmth shocking my cold skin. Memories washing over
me. | set the cup carefully down on the bench which groaned under the weight of the
cup, and | tugged at my sleeves to cover the scars, as if to hide them from everyone.
My hands rose to my face and rubbed off the tears that clung to my chin.

“I'll befine," | whispered, my voice trembling. "I promise."

| reached into my handbag and pulled out my notebook, its leather cover smooth to
the touch from a thousand moments like this one. Its earthy, brown surface seemed to



stare back at me as if it held secrets | was yet to write. My fingers were trembling,
flipping it open to a blank page. The cool paper felt fragile under my palm.

A tear broke free, unnoticed until it splashed onto the corner of the page, oozing
outward in a small, uneven stain. The date spilled from my lips in a whisper,
anchoring me.

"November 6th."

The pen hovered over the page before pressing down. My handwriting, shaking,
carved through the silence around me. Date: November 6th. Mood: Fine. Thankful:
For life.

| slapped the notebook shut, the leather spine softly snapping in the air. | pushed it
into my purse and mashed the flap down like | was sealing away what was inside.

My hands clasped together, fingers lacing, thumbs pressed side by side. | bit my
lower lip, the sting grounding me, my thumbnail digging into the soft skin of my
other hand. The faint pain distracted me but wasn't enough to block the tide of
nightmares and memories that crept in.

"I amfine," | muttered to myself.

The words left my lips like a mantra, though my chest tightened with the fog of
flashbacks. Fragmented and fleeting faces that | could not name, voices humming just
beyond recognition; impossible to discern which were nightmares and which scenes
fromreal lifethat | had elected to forget.

Then, the touch on my shoulder, when | least expected it. | opened my eyes, my
breath caught in my throat.



A voice came, soft and familiar, though distant. "Bree, are you ready?"

| blinked at her, my mouth opening but no sound coming out. Then, as if drawn by
instinct, | whispered, "Mom?'

She smiled asmall, hesitant smile, the sort that carried more questions than answers.
"Yes," she said simply, her fingers dlipping into mine.

"Why did you change your hair?'

She blinked, startled, and then chuckled low. Her hair was deep, amost jet black, not
the golden blonde | was used to and had grown up seeing every day. It was pulled
back into a high ponytail. The contrast made her look like a version of herself | didn't
know.

She stared at me, her face searching, like I'd struck upon some secret she'd never

intended to reveal. Her fingers toyed with a stray lock of hair, twirling it over and
over.

"You don't like it?' she asked, her tone casual, yet hesitant.

| didn't want to deflate her, not when she aready seemed so unsure of herself.
Forcing asmile, | softened my tone. "I do likeit. | just... have to get used to it."

A small, relieved smile curved her lips and she squeezed my shoulders reassuringly.
"Y eah, me too."

We walked across the parking lot together, the thin snow crunching beneath our
steps. A car came into view, Dad sitting in the driver's seat, his red baseball cap tilted
low as he fiddled with the radio. In the back, my sister sat silently, her head turned



out the window, watching something outside in the world.

"You two done chatting?' Dad called out as we approached. His tone was sharp,
impatient. "Get in. We're late."

Mom hesitated, then leaned closer to me, her voice a whisper that carried more
weight than | was prepared for. "Maybe we can all start over,” she said. Her eyes,
dark and hopeful, lingered on mine.

| nodded, unsure of what elseto say. "It'll be fine."

Fine. That one word had become my shield, my answer to everything. When nothing
was fine, | said it anyway, hoping repetition would make it true. Maybe if | said it
enough, | could trick myself into believing it, into feeling whole. Maybe then I'd be
enough. Maybe they'd care. But we all had our masks. From the outside, every town
we moved to, every dinner table we gathered around, painted the picture of a perfect
family. Inside, we were splintered, each of us slently searching for ways to
escape—through tears, through alcohol, through others—but never truly leaving. We
were trapped in the illusion of perfection, our four walls painted in lies and cracks no
one dared to acknowledge.

We were far from perfect. We were fucked up. And we knew it.

| opened the car door and dlid into the back seat, crossing my arms over my chest to
lean against the cold window. My eyes strayed into the rearview mirror and locked
with Dad's. He shook his head dlightly, small but with tons of unspoken emotion
attached to the gesture. | could feel his disappointment, which came from him in
heavy waves.

My sister sat next to me, still watching the world blur past outside. She didn't speak,
hadn't, not since the accident. Her silence hung in the air between us like a weight.



For a long time after, | hadn't spoken much either. But where I'd found my voice
again, hers remained lost, stuck somewhere in the past, playing the same day on an
endless |oop.

| reached over and let my hand drop onto hers. | squeezed it gently, silently
promising, "I'm here. I'll stay. For both of us."

That's why | didn't run; that's why, when the urge to leave seared through me like a
fire, | hadn't left. | couldn't leave her behind.

With the humming noise of the car and nothing but silence between us, | watched as
the world changed through the window: snow dusted hills and tall trees gave way to
small towns and their dimly lit streets with shadows passing.

Two hours in and the fog thickened over the road, settling heavy like aveil. Darkness
closed in and the landscape darkened as if trying to swallow the car into the trees that
leaned near. It was gloomy outside, and the heaviness in us was mirrored by the
heavy shadows of all that we would carry.

| felt the weakness pulling me down, the darkness closing over me and luring me into
sleep, until | saw the light again. It cut across the void so brightly that it stung, and |
raised my hand to shield my eyes, the glow flickering across my face.

"Come," the voice whispered, soft and far away, pulling at something deep inside me.
A small hand reached out to grab mine, tugging me forward. | had dreamt of this
before. A woman, her eyes as endless as the sea, her hair white like freshly fallen
snow, spun me in circles, her laughter ringing through the air. She whirled and
danced, her hand gripping mine, pulling me into a world that was nothing but the
sound of children'sjoy and the shimmer of golden light.

| had no idea who she was, or who the little girl was whom she spun so effortlessly in



her arms. All | knew was, that in those dreams, | was happy. And somehow, | never
wanted to wake up.

But dreams are not life. They are illusions, glimpses of the world the way we wish it
could have been. | am a dreamer, clinging to shadow, refusing to accept life, colder
and harder than that. Yet, in my dreams, | was alive somehow, in away | would have
no wordsfor.

The light shifted, pulling me back, the sun knifed through fog sharp and gold, and my
eyes flew open. Turning my head to the window, | watched the car speed past a
small, wooden sign, letters worn, but still readable ; irafoss, Iceland.

The GPS voice finally spoke in alow hum: "Y ou will reach your destination in forty-
three minutes’.

Forty-three minutes was all that remained until it started all over again: a new town, a
new life; another mask to wear, another set of lies to tell. Another perfect picture to
paint over the fractured reality we carried with us. | wasn't ready. Not yet.
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The car rumbled to a stop in front of an older house, isolated from the neat rows of
homes we had passed on the way. Its weathered facade loomed against the gray sky,
the place that seemed to hold its breath in the silence of winter. Dad was the first to
step out; his boots crunched against the snow as he moved toward the trunk. He
stopped, looking now at the door through which an old woman stood patiently
waiting for him.

The dim porch light framed her, the gray of her hair spilling over her shoulders in
loose, uneven braids, its strands flashing dull silver. Deep lines wrinkled her face,
tracing years she had left so long behind her. She let her thin hand rise, shaking, in a
slow wave to greet our approach.

Dad opened the door for Mom, movements brisk, and she went out, elegant, as if
smoothing her coat could shield her against the slicing wind. She moved toward this
woman, hand extended. Their fingers clung a moment before the two turned into the
house.

| stayed in the car for a moment longer, staring out at the house. Its blackened bricks
looked scorched, weather-beaten, and tired. Two large, dark windows flanked the
front door, gleaming faintly with reflections of the snow-covered yard. Pine trees
with sparse, twinkling lights stood on either side of the path leading to the door, their
needles catching flakes that drifted lazily down from the overcast sky. The roof was
sharp and stark against the dull backdrop, its edges outlined by a thick blanket of



Snow.

| finally reached out and grasped the handle of the car door, easing it open so |
wouldn't make a sound | didn't need to. My boots bit the snow with a silent crunch.
Snowflakes swirled down in tangles around me, catching in my hair and lashes. |
tilted my head up for a moment, and let the cold flakes kiss my skin. Despite
everything, it wasn't hateable.

The sound of the trunk slamming brought me back to the moment. Dad was wrestling
with something, the metallic scrape of iron on paint setting my teeth on edge. He was
dragging out the wheelchair for Mel, his movements sharp, irritated. He unfolded it
with aviolent snap, his face darkened by the shallow scratch he'd made on the car.

It was as if he valued the paint job on his car more than the fact his daughter couldn't
walk.

He wheeled the chair to the left side of the car and yanked the door open. Wordlessly,
he dragged her out of the seat, hoisting her like a sack of grain. Mel's body was limp
but compliant, her head canting slightly as he plopped her into the chair.

"Would you fucking mind?' he barked, his voice sharp enough to make me flinch.
Then he muttered under his breath, just loud enough for me to catch, "One's a plant,
the other's dumb."

The words stung across my face, far harder than | cared to admit. One tear had
escaped my eye before | could manage to check it. Heart racing, | hurried over to
Mel's side, shaky hands grasping for the grips of the wheelchair. She doesn't turn to
me; instead, her eyes are fixed somewhere, as always.

She sat straight, her posture impossibly perfect, but she didn't move, not even a
twitch.



Her dark blonde hair framed her face, soft curls falling to either side like a halo. Her
pale skin was flecked with freckles, dancing across the bridge of her nose. Her lips
were delicate and bow-shaped, giving her an uncanny perfection, like a porcelain
doll. Yet, it was her eyes that held me, deep brown, amost the color of cognac, too
wise for someone only sixteen. Even now, stuck in that state, she seemed more
mature than me. | wiped away the tears welling up in my eyes and leaned forward,
speaking softly, pretending she could hear.

"Maybe we'll get you aroom with aview of the lake," | said, forcing a smile. "Or the
mountains. Y ou'd like that, wouldn't you?"

Behind us, Dad scoffed, the sound sharp, dicing the air. "Why does she keep
pretending Mel can hear a damn thing she says?’

| kept my eyes ahead, fingers tightening on the handles of the wheelchair, knuckles
white to the black rubber. The air froze thick between us, the kind of silence nobody
wanted to break.

| just didn't get the hate. Never did. Even more so, | didn't understand why Mom let it
happen, why she never spoke up, never told him to stop, why her silence made her
complicit in this quiet erosion of everything we were supposed to be. But | knew one
thing, as | pushed Mel toward the old house, snow crunching under the wheels: for
her and for me, | wouldn't stay silent.

We reached the front door, and as | pushed Mel inside, | leaned in toward her and
whispered, "We don't deserve you, Mdl."

The house wrapped itself around us like a heavy blanket, in extreme contrast to the
icy grasp of the world outside. There was a roaring fireplace, alive with life; it cast
flickering shadows around the walls.



The chill clinging to my skin seemed to recede slowly, melting in the heat. There was
afaint scent of wood smoke in the room and of something old, faintly musty as if the
house had stood silent for years, waiting.

| looked around, trying to find a place to retreat into and hide in. The house's
structure was strange, though, and with one hand still on the cold iron of the
wheelchair and the other lightly resting on Mel's shoulder, | just felt kind of exposed,

standing here.

Mom stood beside the older woman; her voice was soft, questioning. "Is there
anything else we should know?'

The woman nodded.
She spoke, her hands dlightly trembling. "Y es. There's a lockdown in the town. Two
weeks, starting in December.” Her voice was even but had a hint of unease in it.

"Dark times. No one goes out."

"Interesting," Dad muttered, a grin tugging the corner of hislip sideways as he turned
to Mom.

The woman's eyes flickered in his direction before she looked back at Mom.

"A lot of police patrols,”" she said, as if sharing a secret, her voice going low. "Ever
since that poor woman disappeared. They're everywhere."

"What woman?' | replied, breaking the tension because | had to face her directly.

She tiffened, her gaze avoiding mine as she brushed past me, her lips moving in a
near whisper. "You're just his type."



These few incoherent words sent a cold chill down my spine. Frozen, | turned
towards Mom and Dad. It went so silent in the room that the sound of the door
clicking shut behind her sounded deafening.

"Don't you guys wanna know what's going on?" | asked.

"No," Dad barked, histonefinal.

"Joe, please," Mom said softly, trying to temper the sharpness in his tone. Then she
turned to me, her eyes calm but weary.

"Every family has secrets,” she said. "Maybe that woman has her own. Let's not rush
to conclusions.”

"Ridiculous," Dad muttered, turning right into the kitchen, his heavy boots making a
lot of noise on the wooden floorboards. | watched him cast a sideways glance out the
kitchen window and the frozen fields beyond it.

"Mom," | whispered, my voice low so that Dad wouldn't hear me, "l don't like this
place." | wrapped my arms around myself as goosebumps prickled along my skin. "It
gives me chills."

"Every place we go gives you chills,” she replied with a sigh. "We're spending a year
here, and we have to adjust,” she said, sharp before softening dlightly as her eyes
flicked to Mel. "Please, for once, just try."

"Fine," | muttered, brushing her off. "Where's the bedroom?"
"Yours and Md's is through the living room, on the left." Her fingers pointed to the

only open door. "Dad and | will be upstairs." The hand motion indicated back in the
general direction of battered stairs with scratches etching lines into the wooden



handrail. "The bathroom's next to the kitchen.

| nodded wordlessly and reached for the grips of Mel's wheelchair, wheeling her
toward the bedroom door. One more backward glance, then | pushed her inside.

It was a basic room, but it was much larger than I'd imagined. At the far end of the
room stood a huge window, stretching from floor to ceiling. It overlooked the woods;
their branches dusted with snow, dancing in the soft breeze, and behind them, a hill
draped in white. | wheeled Mel closer to the window so she could see the snowflakes
falling softly against the glass.

"Oh, Médl," | said, dropping down beside her, my voice cracking. "I'm so, so sorry."

My head fell into her lap, her stillness was a comfort and agrief | couldn't shake.

| lifted my eyes to the window again, following the way the breeze teased the
branches, their movements calm. For a moment, it was almost meditative, something
you'd watch in a loop to quiet your mind. But just as the calm began to settle in, a
known feeling crept up my spine.

Someone is watching.

My eyes |eaped towards the shadow of atree standing at the edge of the woods. For a
moment it seemed to be some great animal, crouched low, its horns curling upwards.
Its fur was as thick as the wool of a sheep. Then it moved. Slowly, it rose, and my
heart plunged. It was a man.

He was tall, with his face hidden behind the mask from a deer's skull. The antlers cut
upwards, ragged and sharp, while the empty sockets in the skull seemed to cut
through the glass of my window and fasten on mine. His body was wrapped in
something heavy, like fur.



He was watching me.

My breath caught as his eyes locked onto mine. My heart thundered in my chest, and
| found myself frozen, unable to look away as he tilted his head to one side, studying
me.

Slowly, | sat up, my face pale, my voice barely above a whisper. "Mel, do you see
him?"

But Mel's eyes remained on the snow, unseeingly, as if there were nothing out of the
ordinary there at all.

| was frozen. My lungs burned, refusing to draw in air as my entire body locked in
terror. My eyes followed the tilt of his head, left then right, like some sort of predator
sizing up his prey. It wasn't just his eyes that were on me; it felt like his gaze pierced
through me, through the walls of the house, to every nook and cranny in our lives that
was vulnerable.

And then, like a gasp breaking a dam, | screamed. The sound ripped from my throat,
raw and primal, shattering the icy stillness. My eyes squeezed shut, and the image of
the man seared into my vision. Footsteps thundered toward me, but when | dared to
open my eyes again, he was gone. The window reflected nothing but the still, snowy
woods, serene and empty, as if he had never been there at all.

Mom crouched beside me, her face white, her lips uttering some hurried whispers, but
| couldn't hear her. The sound was muffled like | was underwater, her voice just a
vibration in the air. My hand was shaking while | pointed towards the woods, willing
her to see what | had seen. Her gaze followed my finger, but her expression didn't
change; her eyes scanned the trees without recognition.

"I knew it," Dad's voice cut through the fog as he stomped into the room. His face



twisted up in exasperation. "That shrink shouldn't have taken her off the meds. She's
fucking insane."

Mom turned towards him shaking her head. She turned to look at me, as if silently
pleading, wondering if she could truly believe what | was telling her. Her confusion
betrayed her, her eyes went back searching in mine to outline the bits she could not

understand.

“I... | saw...," | whispered, my voice trembling, my lips parched from forcing the
words out.

"What?' Dad sneered, stepping closer. "A monkey?"

"No." My voice was more steady now. "There was someone."

"Oh, sure," he sneered. "It's the woods. Y ou know what's out there? Beasts. It's called
wildlife." He chuckled darkly, shaking his head. " ou probably saw a bear."

"I know what | saw," | snapped, glaring at him. "It wasn't a bear, there was someone."

Dad leaned down, yanking me to my feet, his fingers not light on my arm. "Quit
acting," he hissed in alow, corrosive voice. "Y ou're embarrassing yourself."

"Joe," Mom said sharply, stepping between us. She pushed his arm away and spoke
in alow but firm tone, "Let her be."

He held the look a beat longer, his expression hard, judgmental, then his shoulders
shrugged, and he left the room. Mom followed, casting a backward look at me,

closing the door softly behind her.

| stood there, my knees trembling, my mind racing. A tear welled in the corner of my



eye but refused to fall. | clutched my wrist in my hand, gripping tightly, as if
grounding myself in the moment could prevent breaking.

"I am fine," | whispered, over and over. "I am fine."

But | wasn't fine. Not even close.

| looked at my palms and willed my breathing to steady up until suddenly aloud thud
of a snowball at the window got the air huffed out. My head snapped toward the
window, and there it was, a small snowman in the yard.

The snowman was not there before.

Three spheres of snow stacked irregularly atop of each other; its arms made of
crooked tree branches, its face a rough smile, with coal-black eyes. But there was
something wrong. Like it was missing something.

My chest stiffened as | stared at it, a lump welling in my throat. Whoever the man
was, whatever mask he wore, it was more real than the one | forced myself to wear

every day.

The snowman was a message, | knew that, even if no one else would see it that way.
To them, it was just snow. But to me, it was awarning.

Mom's voice cut into my thoughts as she reentered the room, a folded blanket draped
over her arm. "We can hang up curtains,”" she offered, soft.

"Thanks," | said, forcing asmile. "That would be great."

Blocking the view was a relief. As much as | loved the sight of the snow-covered
woods, the idea of being watched made my skin crawl. | could leave one side open



for Mel, let her watch the snowflakes drift peacefully, and close the other for myself,
shutting out whatever lurked beyond.

"Great," she said with a dlight smile, her tone light but rushed as if wanting to flee the
tension. "It'saded."

Then she turned and left the room, the door softly creaking shut. | stood there a
moment longer, glancing between Mel and the snowman outside. | wanted to look
away, but my eyes kept drifting back to the snowman in the yard.

Late afternoon brought with it a creeping chill that dithered into the bedroom,
seeping through the walls and settling in the corners. The sun was slipping behind the
mountains, casting long shadows that stretched across the room like ghostly fingers. |
sat stiffly on the edge of the bed, body taut, eyes not blinking. Every time | attempted
to close them, even for a second, his mask would appear, an animal skull with
sockets, and twisted horns. It was not the sight of him that froze my blood, but this
guestion, gnawing inside of me; Who was the man behind the mask?

| looked over to Mel. Laying in her bed on the left side of the room, her small form
was cocooned in blankets. She had closed her eyes, and her face relaxed softly, as if
she floated far away, folded in some quiet dreamland. She lay so quiet, unaware of
the horrors that racked my brain. She made me ache. I'd lost the ability to dream
anymore.

Dreams were turning into nightmares fractured echoes of fear clawing even at
daylight.

| stood, my legs unsteady, and walked to the window.

Beyond the pane of glass, the woods had changed in ways so dramatic that the fading
light made an unfamiliar world. It seemed much deeper, darker. The shifting shadows



here lived as trees breathed and changed with shifting shades of dark on their own. |
misted the glass as | looked without taking any notice of anything; Could he be out
there somewhere watching me?

The woods seemed to be calling to me, daring me to find him or to let him find me. |
turned finally, my bare feet cold against the wooden floor as | padded back to the bed.
Lying down, | pulled the covers over me, the weight of them doing little to still the
pounding in my chest. Closing my eyes felt like a risk, but exhaustion tugged at my
mind. | tried counting. Numbers came slowly at first, my mind resisting the
monotony. By the time | reached ten, | could feel my body begin to relax. At twenty-
three, the weight of being awake began to lift, pulling me deeper into the stiliness,
and | wasfalling asleep.
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Midnight had struck, and the faintest tick of the second hand echoed within the
kitchen's silence. | watched the cigarette pinched between my fingers, its smoke tail
curling lazily. Its glowing pulsed with every jolty breath | took, while, hunched
against the table rim, felt its corners dig deep into my palms.

| almost got caught. | almost fucking got caught.

The thought clawed at my mind, refusing to let go. My teeth sank into the inside of
my cheek, the sharp sting grounding me momentarily. Y ears— years— of discipline,
of keeping everything contained, nearly undone because of a single glance. Because
of her.

Fuck.

The image of her was seared into my brain. Those eyes, so limpid, so knowing,
stripped me bare in an instant. She was beautiful. Too beautiful. The kind of beautiful
that could see through a person entirely.

| inhaled again, the smoke heavy, hot, and acrid in my lungs. It coated my tongue
with a bitter film, but it wasn't enough to drown her out; wasn't enough to push the

thoughts away .

"Fuck!"



The word exploded from me, loud and raw, into the fragile silence.

| sammed the cigarette into the ashtray, grinding it out with unnecessary anger. The
filter crumbled under my thumb, and | watched as the ember died, its light turning
out. Just like | had to turn every reckless thought about her. But | couldn't turn away.
Her face haunts me, like a ghost that | didn't want to let go of. She saw me, not the
surface, not the mask.

| could tell by the way she looked at me. She saw the cracks. She saw what | worked
so hard to bury. And that terrified me more than anything else.

| paced to the center of the living room, the hollow creak of the floorboards cutting
through the suffocating silence. The room was scant, just as it always would be. A
couch sagged in the middle. Scratched coffee table that could tell a thousand stories
of careless use. A single lamp that seemed to cast shadows against the peeling paper
on the wall. Never had much, and never asked for more than | needed. And yet with
so little, I carried so much. Thiswas my curse, my birthright.

My mind filled with the picture of my father, a man whose sins had been passed on to
me like heirlooms, polished and sharpened through years of handling. | was eleven
years old when it all cameto light.

| was eleven when he showed me what lived in the blood that coursed through my
veins. He hadn't taught me to fight it— no , he'd nurtured it, made it a part of me,
made it— me.

And my mother? She hadn't saved me. She hadn't even tried. She'd turned a blind eye,
her silence complicit, her inaction deafening. And now, here | was, aliving, breathing

manifestation of everything they'd left behind. A monster dressed in their sins.

| hated it. Hated me.



By day, | played the part. Just another person, blending into the crowd, invisible. But
by night, as soon as dark fell, the truth surged to the surface. The memories. The
urges. The visions of blood. They swallowed me. | couldn't escape them, no matter
how hard | tried.

| blamed my father for planting this sickness inside me. | blamed my mother for
letting it take root. And | blamed myself for not being strong enough to cut it out, for
not being able to stop it.

My fists clenched at my sides, standing in the middle of the room as my chest rose
and fell with each uneven breath. The compulsion seared under my skin, restless and
insistent. It whispered to me, tempting me, promising release. | knew the cost. I'd
seen it play out a hundred times before. But it was still there. And | knew that no
matter how tightly | tried to hold myself together, the cracks would keep spreading.
The curse was part of me now, as undeniable as the blood in my veins. | wasiill. |
knew it. And there wasn't adamn thing | could do about it.

The only sound in the room beneath my boots was the soft hum of the radio above.
The red carpet, worn and frayed from years of use, hid the weight of secrets. |
crouched, my fingers curling into the edge of the rug, pulling it to one side. The old
fabric bunched against the sofa as | folded it away, revealing the carved square of
wood beneath. The edges of the hidden door had been a bit rough, but it had served
well. In the middle, it glittered with a round iron handle and dimmed light. | grasped
the handle, my palm feeling the coolness of the metal, and pulled.

| lifted it and swung it to the side, the wooden lid creaking with the weight of what
was beneath. Before me yawned the opening, a passage framed by rough wooden
stairs leading down. | stood and placed the cigarette between my lips. As | lit it, the
cherry-red tip of it seemed to glow in the dark as | inhaled. Then | stepped down,
each creak of the stairs awakening the silence.



The air was heavier down here, thick with the smell of wood, rust, and something
more metallic. The walls were close, almost suffocating, and the dim bulb that hung
from the ceiling cast long shadows on the dirty floor. Chains swayed gently in the air,
dangling like silent sentinels from the beams above. In the center of the room was a
wooden table, its surface scarred with years of use.

| walked to it, the cigarette hanging loosely from my lips. The tools were laid out
precisely, their sharp edges gleaming faintly under the weak light. Next to the radio
was my mask, a plain white one, almost featureless apart from openings for the eyes
and small holes for the nose. It was ordinary and that was why it worked. It hid my
face, and in doing so, stripped me of anything human.

| stubbed out the cigarette on the table and began to strip to my underwear. The chill
in the room immediately pricked my skin. Reaching for the neatly folded black
jumpsuit on the table, | dlid into it. The nylon clung to my skin, waterproof, erasing
the last vestiges of softness from me.

| caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror propped against the wall, and the reflection
staring back was my worst nightmare, an avenger, but not the kind to save anybody.
No, | wasthevillain in this story, the bad kind.

| turned to the table that was next to the wall, a tilt in my head so that the woman
bound tightly to it could be regarded full on. Against dark wood, her body seemed
very pale, her skin bruised, wrists and ankles tied rather tightly by coarse rope. She
was nude, bruising, shaking all over. Only her red eyes looked up a me amidst the
swelled face, from multiple hours of crying. Her muffled sobs came through with
weak strength through the duct tape that was pulled over her mouth.

"Fuck, momma, " | rasped, the words dry and hoarse through the mask. | tilted my
head, |etting the notes of the song Sweet Dreams waft from the radio. "Being a killer
isafull-timejob."



Her body flinched at my words, trying in vain to pull away. | walked to the tools,
selecting a needle and atube. As | tested the needl€'s sharpness against the pad of my
glove, | turned back to her.

"You know," | said, "when | read your file, | thought, Wow, this poor woman's been
through alot. " | chuckled, a sound that echoed off the walls. "But then, | saw him. "

Her head was shaking violently, desperate denials muffled behind the tape.

"Little boy," | continued, my voice lowering, "bruises covering a small body. Fearful,
wide eyes stared back at me, screaming for help.”

| exhaled, "Do you know what he gave as his explanation?' | leaned in closer to hear
her whisper, my face inches short of touching hers. " | fall down the stairs. "

Her cries grew louder, her head thrashing. | reached for the duct tape, peeling it off in
one sharp motion. Her scream ripped through the room, shrill, but my gloved hand

clamped down over her mouth before she could finish.

" Tsk, tsk, tsk, " | shushed her. "Typical. But no one can hear you, momma. You're
eight feet underground.”

| let my hand slip away slowly, giving her the chance to speak.

"Now," | said, "if you'll be a good girl and listen, maybe I'll be fast with you.
Anything to confess?"'

She gasped, her sobs coming in heaving bursts. "Please," she choked out. "Please let
me go."

| tilted my head, and my tone dropped to a dangerous whisper. "So, nothing to



confess?"

She shuddered and the tears streamed down her cheeks. "I will," she said hastily. "I
will... just please... let me go."

My jaw clenched as | leaned in closer.

"I'll think about it," | muttered.

“l..." Her voice was quaking, her body shaking. "Maybe..."

"SPEAK!" | barked, my voice cutting through her hesitation like a blade.

"I pushed him!" she shouted, the words tumbling out in a wild rush. "He wasn't
listening, and | just—just exploded! But that doesn't make me a bad mother!"

| froze, tilting my head. "The problem is," | whispered in her ear, "you're not his
mother."

"l am!", shecried. "l am!"

"Nah," | said only, stepping back as her sobs grew louder.

She begged, her words incoherent, a tangle of pleas and apologies. But the sound
faded into the background as | focused on the task ahead. Her tears fell freely, her
voice cracking under the weight of her desperation.

"Please," she whimpered, "please.”

"Hmmm. I'm still thinking about it," | muttered, tilting my head to one side as |
watched her squirm against the bindings. Her tears streamed freely now, cutting



streaks through the grime on her face.

"I took him when he was five," she blurted, her voice shaking. "I never knew he'd be
such apainin the ass, but please—"

A thin, mirthless smile curled around my lips, and | leaned the needle toward her arm.
"Heisachild, not an animal,” | said, ridiculously calm.

Her head thrashed about, desperation etched into every strained movement. "Nooo,
please," she screamed, her voice cracking.

"You see" | said, crossing my arms, letting the needle hover just above her skin, "I
know you're lying."

Her breathing hitched, the words tumbling from her lips in a frantic rush. "No, |
swear! [—"

"You took him when he was a baby," | said, cutting her off. My voice was ice, flat.
"From a nursing home." The needle pricked her skin, dliding in gently as | began to
draw blood into the tube. It flowed in a slow, crimson stream, dripping into the
bucket beneath her.

"They were after you for poisoning those poor little angels . And then when the walls
started closing in on you, you took one with you. You stole him—and turned his life
into one big misery."

Her sobs grew louder, her head shaking violently. "l was helping him," she said, her
voice cracking. "I wanted to make him better!"

| scoffed, my eyes rolling. "Oh, how sweet." Sarcasm oozed out of my voice. "You
made him better by breaking bones, pushing him like a dog?' The dark chuckle



escaped my lips. "You disgust me."

Her eyes turned hard, flashing defiance, even as her strength ebbed. "You're no
better," she spat out. "Monster!"

| laughed, and it sounded hollow in the room. "Yeah," | said; my tone came out sharp
and cutting. "I am."

It is people like her that monsters are born of, made by their hands, shaped by their
cruelty, and unleashed upon the world. | had no illusions about what | was: no heart,

NO CONSCience, just a purpose.

"Killer!" she screamed, the word torn from her, tattered and weak. She spat at me,
spittle wetting her lips.

"Yep," | replied, smirking. Her words didn’t cut. They didn’'t even graze.

"Why are you doing this?' she croaked, her voice little more than a whisper now.
"What did | ever do to you?"

"You didn't," | said, leaning forward, my voice low even. "But someone else did." |
chuckled darkly and shook my head. "And I'll be damned if | let it happen to that boy
from anyone else, either."

Her eyes fluttered shut, her body trembling as her strength was drained away.

"Fuck you," she whispered, the words faint and slurred.

"Yeah, bitch ," | muttered, leaning down until |1 was eye-to-eye with her. "Fuck you

too.



| straightened, turning to the table as her body stilled behind me. Lighting another
cigarette, | inhaled deeply, letting the smoke curl out of my nostrils as | tugged the
mask from my face. The cool air kissed my skin, and my reflection in the mirror
caught my eye.

The face hiding behind the mask wasn't the monster | wore for the world; it was the
broken boy, hurt by all those who were supposed to care for him. The mask made it
easier to do what | had to do. Beneath it, though, vulnerable, | still held the scars of a
stolen childhood. They had made me this way. And if | was going to hell, I'd make
damn sure to take every one of them with me. Monsters aren't born; they're made.
And, I'll be damned, | had been a good one.

The space was silent, while the heater hummed softly and blood occasionally dripped
into the bucket. | leaned back in a rickety chair, its legs groaning under my weight,
and lit another cigarette. The smoke swirled in slow patterns in the hot air while |
watched the blood seep steadily into the second bucket.

Draining them made the job neater, and more effective. Once the blood was gone, it
was far easier to separate them, piece by piece, less mess, and splatter. | had prepared
the room before sitting, wrapping the space around her in thick plastic curtains that
hung from the ceiling. The warmth helped slow the pumping of her heart and made
sure the blood flowed at just the right pace. | learned a long time ago, that it was
easier thisway.

The file sat on the table before me, its edges smeared from weeks of handling. |
flipped it open and turned the page over the page of photographs and notes that were
in handwriting until | found her name in printing. | read it out loud,"Sigrid
Halvorsen."

The name hung in the air like a question.



Her story lay before me, scant as it was. orphaned young. Grew up in a nameless
home, her parents unknown. No police record. It would seem that she also had a
talent for dipping in and out, leaving no evidence that she was even there. My only
picture is the one holding the little boy, the same child now lying beaten and broken
in the hospital.

| stared at that photograph, my cigarette burning down to the filter as the memories
clawed their way back. In the picture, the boy had such hollow eyes; clinging onto
her, screaming at me from the page.

And then, as always, the flashes struck.

| was six years old when my father took me into the woods. He said we were going
hunting. | didn't know any better. | thought it was a game, another one of his weird
lessons. The hike seemed endless, the trees growing thicker, their shadows darker,
until we reached a place where the sunlight no longer broke through.

He spoke coldly, "This is where you will stay. Survive the night. Prove to me you are
not weak."

| stared at him, unsure if he was playing, but as he turned and walked away, leaving
me in the freezing winter, it became clear this wasn't a game. My breath hung in the
air like smoke, my body shaking as | went to find some cave to stay in. | gathered
sticks with trembling fingers, scraping stones together until sparks finally caught.

But it was hunger, not the cold, that made me like an animal. And when | saw the
deer, | didn't think. | only lunged forward in a wild, desperate lunge and sank my
teeth into its flesh. Raw. Bloody. My stomach churned, but hunger won out over
disgust.

When my father came back the next morning, all he said was, "I'm glad you're not



dead." That's al. No congratulations, no affection, just apathy. He was pleased | had
lived—not because | was his son, but because | had proved useful. That night | knew
what he wanted me to be.

| tore my gaze from the photo, my chest tight with the anger | hadn't felt in years.
Snow had always been a cruel reminder of him, of the life he forced me into. But it
also reminded me of my brother.

Only one happy memory...

The snowmen we built together, how we snuck coals and carrots from the kitchen and
argued over who could do the better face, and how we laughed, our gloves soaked
through, making lumps of snow into something we'd call perfect.

But perfection was not a word for it, not yet. | came to understand that too late.
Snowmen don't come alive when buttons are stolen and sticks have been carefully
carved, they only begin to breathe when made of human flesh. Human parts. For then,
and only then does it fully come into the aspect of chaos that's buried inside.

| stood, walked toward the plastic curtains, and glanced back at the bucket beneath
her. Nearly full. The sight didn't bother me. It was just part of the process.

"Call me a monster if you want," | muttered, softer, staring at her lifeless body. "But
the monster isjust an image | want you to see.”
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The loud thud got me up from bed, my heart sprinting, as | swiftly sat up. The room
was dark except for the thin slice of moonlight that spilled across the other bed. Mel's
bed. But it was empty.

"Mel?' | called out softly, my voice barely above awhisper. "Mel?*

| swung my legs over the side of the bed, my feet slapped against the cold wooden
floor. The wheelchair was kept alongside her bed, but she was gone. My stomach
twisted. Mel hadnt been able to walk for two years... how could she have
disappeared? Where would she go?

Another thud beyond the door cut into my thoughts like a knife. | moved as quietly as
| could to the door which was dlightly agjar. My fingers brushed the edge, and | peeked
out. The living room stretched before me, empty and only dimly lit by moonlight that
seeped from the window.

| pushed the door open and stepped out, my toes barely making a sound as they hit
the floor. | breathed shallowly, every muscle in my body was strung taut as | moved
toward the center of the living room. The fireplace still flickered softly, dancing
shadows upon the walls. Something was wrong and it felt thick in the air, something |
just couldn't put into words.

Then | saw her.



Mel stood at the top of the staircase, her white dress aglow in the soft shine of the
fire. My breath caught. She was pale, her lips all but colorless, her face drained of its
usual warmth. Her eyes were fixed on the front door, unblinking as if she were
waiting for something.

"Méel?" | whispered, my voice shaking.

She didn't answer, didn't make a move. Slowly her hand rose, her sparrow-like
fingers extended pointing towards the window.

My eyes followed her motion. There, just beyond the glass, stood the snowman | saw
earlier. Its carrot nose glimmered weakly in the moonlight, but something about it
made my skin crawl. The snowman was... finished now. It hadn't been before. |
didn't know how | knew that, but | just knew it.

| returned to the stairwell, but Mel was no longer there.

"Mel?" | whispered louder, "Where did you go?'

Above, the creak of measured, light footfalls sounded. | made my way up the steps
slowly and felt my heart racing strongly inside my body. A door that was dlightly
open at the far end of the corridor led toward the darkness of the attic.

"Mel?' My voice shook the word out, barely audible.

| pushed the door open, and the narrow staircase leading upwards appeared in the
opening. The wood groaned under my steps and seemed deafening while | walked up.
Dark from above grew closer and closer, and then, suddenly without a warning, the

door banged shut behind me.

Panic surged through me. | turned, ready to scream, but a large hand clamped over



my mouth before | could make a sound. Another hand wrapped around my waist,
lifting me with ease off the floor. | thrashed, my arms and legs flailing, but the grip
was so strong.

"Hello, birdie ," a deep, gravelly voice whispered in my ear. "Don't fly away." His
voice was low, almost playful, but beneath it lay a menace that froze the blood in my
Veins.

Every fiber in my body was screaming that this was the man from the woods, the one
| had feared might come, and now he was here holding me in hisarms.

He lifted me up the last steps like | was nothing but a feather, my struggles barely
registering. And as we reached the top, he spun me around to face him.

His hand was still clamped firmly over my mouth, silencing me, while his icy blue
eyes bored into mine. They were the only part of his face | could see through the
white plastic mask he wore. The mask was plain, a bone-white oval, except for the
eyeholes that revealed those piercing eyes. There were no contours for a nose or
mouth, just a blank, faceless plastic that hid his face from mine.

There was something in the way he looked at me like he was searching for
something, trying to see if | could see through him the way he was seeing through
me. The world seemed to fade around us, the room growing silent except for the
sound of my ragged breathing.

"“I'll et you go if you promise not to scream,” he whispered, close to my face.
My heart thundered within my chest, and | wanted to scream, to fight, but | was more

afraid of waking my father than anything this stranger might do. So | ssmply nodded,
moving my face gently, slowly.



His grip on my mouth loosened, but his hand remained there, an implied presence
ready to return if the promise was broken. For a moment neither of us did anything
but breathe; our silence pulled taut as stretched rubber on the verge of snapping,
fragile and close to breaking altogether. His eyes never left mine, and for that minute,
| knew he was not done with me yet.

"Who are you?' | whispered, shaking, taking a step back, trying to put some distance
between us.

"Nobody," he said calmly, almost detached, as he moved closer.

"Why are you here?' My feet instinctively receded another step backward.

"Curiosity,” he said simply and took another step closer to me.

"Are you the man from the woods?' I'd not gotten the question out before my back
slammed against the wall, stopping me cold.

"Yes," he said, now close enough to dominate the air between us. His hand slammed
against the wall beside my head, followed by the other, boxing me in. His arms
formed acage | couldn't flee. Trapped, like abirdie, he called me.

He leaned his head to one side, scanning my face as though he would find something
there. His eyes roamed over me, searching for some sort of story my body might
tell—scar, mark, clue—but there was nothing. Just pale, plain me. | felt exposed
under hisbody asif he were peeling back layers | didn't know | had.

"Your eyes," he whispered, his voice softer now. His gaze snagged onto mine, and |
turned my face away, but his gloved hand caught my jaw. Gently tilted my face back
toward him. His eyes locked tirelessly into mine, the ice melting into the ocean.



"What about my eyes?' | asked, trying to veil my fear with defiance.

"Ocean blue," he growled a low whispered rustle of words against my lips. | could
feel his breath through the mask. "I found my favorite color."

Goosebumps spread over me, a shiver running down my spine. His words hung in the
air, turning them into an emotion | couldn't quite explain, one that touched something
deep inside of me. My heart pounded against my chest, with a savage rhythm of fear

and something else altogether.

"Let me go," | whispered, the pleading not even audible over the loud hum of my
pulse.

"Fine," he said, stepping back. The sudden loss of his proximity was almost dizzying.
"1 will, birdie. Just for now."

He spun on his heel and began walking toward the stairs slowly, ailmost carefully.
When he reached the middle of the staircase, he paused, his head angling slightly,
though he didn't turn back.

"What is your name?' he inquired. His voice carried well in the still air.

"What's yours?' | shot back, surprising myself by the boldnessin my tone.

A low rumble of a chuckle escaped him. "I'll let you figure that out," he said, still in
amusement as he continued down the stairs.

The moment his footsteps began to fade, | couldn't help it, "Bree," | whispered, the
name passing my lips before my better judgment could stop me. "My nameis Bree."

He didn't say anything, didn't turn back. He just walked through the door and shut it



behind him, asif he had never been there at all.

For a while, | stood, caught by the silence, a load pressed against me. But a deep
frustration boiled inside me, and with the palm of my hand, | hit my forehead twice.

"Stupid, stupid, stupid,” | muttered under my breath.

Why did I give him my name? How could | be so careless?

"Fuck," | hissed, dropping down the wall until my ass hit the floor. My head dropped
into my hands, my fingers digging deep into my scalp.

"Fuck," | whispered again.

| had always done this. Acted on impulse, and dug myself into holes without a second
thought. But this was different. This wasn't one of those mistakes | could shrug off.

This man in his mask, his eerie cam, walking into my house as if he owned it asif he
belonged here, and the worst of it, the way he made me feel, not just afraid, but
deeper, more unsettled. | needed to stop this, whatever this was before it reached the
point of no return.

| opened my eyes, and gray was the first color of morning. It filtered through the
glass of the window down to me. The familiar outlines of my bedroom surrounded
me, the faint smell of dust and wood settling into my senses. For a while, | thought |
must have just dreamed it all— noise, Mél standing on the stairs, the stranger up in
the attic. That all felt so distant, like any memory seen through frosted glass. But the
chill that ran down my spine told me otherwise.

| pushed the blanket off and got up, turning to the woods beyond the window. The
trees stood perfectly straight, their limbs bare and brittle against a winter sky. There



was nothing to show he had ever been there, nothing to show anything existed. Just
silence.

By the time | turned my head in the direction of Mel's bed, she was wide awake,
staring in some direction.

"Mel," | whispered, crossing the room to kneel beside her. "You're awake." | brushed
astrand of hair away from her face, my fingers trembling slightly.

Her eyes remained fixed on the ceiling, but for a moment, | could have sworn | saw
the faintest flicker of recognition in her gaze. | opened my mouth to continue, but the
faint hum of voices from the other room caught my attention and drew it away.

| stood and, silently moved toward the door. The whispers were low but distinct
enough to outline the edges of their conversation. My parents. There was tension in

their voices that churned my stomach.

"She walked last night,” my mother said, her voice strained with urgency. "Bree can't
find out.”

"If she knew." her voice quavered, with almost a begging note to the words.

"Stop it, Laura," my father snapped, his whisper sharp. "I won't let it happen. And
stop fucking pretending. I'm sick of it."

There was a silence; then his voice came again, lower but no less harsh. "Bree's
nineteen now. We should have gotten rid of her along time ago.”

| reeled back from the door, the words hit like a blow.

Rid of me?



The words cut clear in my head, sharp, cruel. My breath snagged in my throat, and
before | knew it a tear dlipped down my cheek. They wanted me gone. All this time
secrets and hiding things; now this? The overwhelming urge to run grabbed at me, yet
it was the thought of leaving Mel behind that glued my feet to the spot. She was the
one | wouldn't leave. Not her.

| ran back to Mel's bed and fell onto my knees on the cold floor beside her, my hands
clenching her thin shoulders. "Mel?" | whispered urgently. "Mel, can you hear me?’

Her eyes were open, staring blankly at the ceiling, "blink twice if you can, please," |
whispered.

My heart sank until, slowly, she blinked once. Then again.

Relief washed over me. She could hear me. She was still there.

"Can you walk?' | whispered, shaking.

Her eyes blinked once.

No?

The words were no sooner out of my mouth than the door flew open, and my head
snapped back up. My father filled the frame, his expression neutral, almost too calm.
His presence ran ice through my veins.

"Morning," he said, his eyes darting between us.

"Morning," | replied. My voice was flat, my body stiff.

"Laura made you breakfast. Get Mel ready and come eat," he said, his tone almost



unnervingly casual. Then, without waiting for a response, he turned and left, the door
clicking shut behind him.

As soon as he was gone, | turned back to Mel. Again her eyes moved, blinking twice
thistime.

"You can walk," | whispered, more statement than question.

Her eyes blinked once, in slow motion.

No? What does she mean?

| sat back on my heels, my mind racing. There was something | wasn't seeing,
something they weren't telling me. All my life, I'd been the "crazy one,” the one no
one believed. I'd learned to play my part, to keep my suspicions hidden behind the
mask of the shy girl they thought | was. But now, the cracks in their perfect world
were showing. Something was going on, something | couldn't just turn a blind eye to
anymore. And thistime, | wasn't going to pretend.
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The wooden table was rough beneath my fingers, its surface scarred. Plates of golden
pancakes sat between us, syrup pooling in sticky puddles around their edges.
Strawberries sat piled high in a bowl, ruby-red skin glistening under the morning light
next to ajar of honey that glittered like amber. | inched the plate across the table, the
porcelain scratching softly against the wood and breaking the quiet. My stomach

churned.

"Eat." My father's voice shattered the quiet as though it were a command rather than
an invitation.

"I can't." My voice was thin, barely scraping above awhisper. "I'm allergic.”
| dared meet his gaze. His eyes were hard, daring me to defy him.

His lips twitched, amusement curling in the corner of his mouth. "Allergic? That's
bullshit."

| swallowed hard. "l am."
My hands shook as | grasped the edge of the table.

"Proveit," he barked, shoving the bowl of strawberriestoward me.



Strawberries tumbled, one of them rolled out and bruised against the table. His
laughter bubbled up, jagged, cutting through the still air.

| flinched as the sound rippled through me. Across the room, Mom stood as still as a
shadow. The bruise under her eye had flowered into a degp plum, proving words she
couldn't say. Her lips were pressed thin, her expression blank, but her knuckles
whitened as she gripped the edge of the counter.

"No!" | sprang up from my chair, which scraped aong the floor with a screech.

Dad slammed his palms onto the table, rattling the plates and sending silverware
clattering.

"Sit the fuck down!"
The force of his voice struck me like a physical blow. My knees buckled, and | fell
back into the chair. My heart thundered in my chest, each beat a desperate plea to be

free.

"If | eat this" | whispered, my voice quivering as | reached for the bowl, "I could
die"

"Good." The word was low, his eyes seemed to narrow into blackened dlits.

My throat tightened, and the words I'd been swallowing finaly burst free. "Why do
you hate me so much?"

For an instant, his lips parted, the sharp edge of his response poised to cut me down.
Then came the knock—Iloud, insistent, like a hammer striking the front door.

The sudden sound snapped the tension in the room, and his head flinched to the door,



his eyes darting to Mom. He dropped the napkin he'd been twisting in his fists and
growled out, "Thisisn't over," as he stormed past me.

Another knock echoed before he reached the door. Two men stood on the threshold
when he pulled it open.

The tall one was imposing, a big, burly man clad in a black overcoat strained on his
shoulders. His chestnut brown hair flowed behind his head in a loose bun, resting at
the nape of his neck, while a short beard, dark with the merest hint of silver
shadowing a strong jaw reached the underside of his chin. Beneath his coat, a dark
brown turtleneck stretched over a chest that looked as solid as granite.

The man beside him was shorter and leaner, his light brown hair cropped neatly
above a face that was all sharp angles and tension. He wore a crisp suit, one of those
that spoke 'l might be an important person' , with a paper folder tucked under hisarm.

The tall man flashed his badge in the air, his deep voice carrying over the threshold.

"May we come in?' His eyes swept around the room, lingering on the table and faces
around it.

Dad hesitated, hand stiffening on the doorframe. A sheen of sweat covered his
forehead, and as he stepped aside, a hesitation seemed to quiver into his voice.

"Of course."

| sat paralyzed as they entered.

For that one, swift second, the tall man's eyes caught my gaze, furrowed in some kind
of recognition. My chest tightened, the air was now too thick to breathe.



Behind me, | heard Mom shift, and when | glanced back, she was smiling faintly. The
bruising on her face stood in vivid contrast to the pale pink flush of her cheeks.

| wanted to scream, to rip that smile off, it wasn't real. It was survival.

Dad's throat was clear in that tight, stiff voice. "What's this about?"

The short man glanced at me and then back to Dad.

"This may not be appropriate for the children."

"They're not children,” Dad snapped, though his voice betrayed a quiver. His hand
fidgeted at the back of his neck, fingers scratching at the skin there. "One... well, one
can't talk. Or hear. Or walk, for that matter. And the other—"

"We understand,” the taller man interrupted smoothly, gesturing toward the sofa. His
presence seemed to fill the room, his tone both firm and disarming. "Perhaps we
should sit down."

The white sofa facing the fireplace ailmost looked too innocent for what was about to
weigh upon it. Their feet whispered on the rug as they moved across it towards the
sofa, before, with a smooth swoop, the taller of the two settled onto it.

The shorter man followed, placing the folder on his lap. "I am Detective Erik
Skarsgard," he said, his Scandinavian accent sharp and precise. He inclined his head

toward his partner. "Thisis Detective Thor Karlsson."

Karlsson nodded. "We're here to investigate the disappearance of your neighbor,
Sigrid Halvorsen. She lived about two miles from here."

Skarsgard' s voice was grave. "We have reason to believe that whoever took her may



target this house next."

The words landed like a bomb. Dad paled, his voice stumbling. "What? That's
ridiculous. We just moved in—why would anybody—"

Skarsgard raised a hand, silencing him. "Did you notice the snowman in your yard?'

Dad's head whipped toward the window. The snowman stood silently outside, its
crooked grin twisting in the dim winter light.

Skarsgard opened the folder, revealing a series of photographs. The first showed a
snowman—eerily similar to the one outside. "This was found at Halvorsen’'s house,”
he said, sliding the photo across the table.

Dad’'s hand shook as he turned to the next picture. His breath hitched. Beneath the
snowman’ s photo lay an image of a pale, bruised body sprawled lifeless on the frozen
ground.

"My God," he muttered, recoiling as though the photograph had burned him.

"We've seen this before," Karlsson said, leaning forward. "Whoever is behind this
leaves the same calling card: a snowman in the yard."

The room seemed to grow colder despite the crackling fire. Mom'’s fingers dug into
the back of my chair. "Dear Lord," she whispered.

"Word of advice," Karlsson said, his tone softer now. "Lock your doors tonight."

Dad shot to his feet. "Is there anything else we can do? Cameras, perhaps? We can
install more—"



"We noticed two cameras out front," Skarsgard said. "Y ou might want to check with
the property owner for access. They may have caught something."

Mom’s voice trembled. "And the backyard? Couldn't you see who built the
snowman?'

Skarsgard shook his head. "Unfortunately, the cameras don’t cover the backyard. The
woods block the view."

Dad rubbed his forehead, sweat glistening under the firelight. "You checked the
camerafootage? Did it show anything?"

"Nothing suspicious,”" Karlsson said tightly. "We reviewed it twice."

Silence pressed down on the room like a heavy blanket.

At last, Karlsson snapped the folder shut and stood. "Thank you for your time."

Dad followed them to the door, his movements stiff, his mind e sewhere. "Thank
you," he mumbled.

As Karlsson opened the door, the winter wind whistled through the gap. Before
stepping out, he turned back, his eyes narrowing.

"One last thing," he said, his voice quieter now. "What happened to your wife's eye?"

Mom straightened beside me. Her answer came too fast, too quick.

"I fell,” she said, her voice too bright. " Slipped, actually."

Karlsson didn't say aword at first. He was clenching his teeth and the tendons of his



neck stood out.

"Accidents would seem to occur quite a lot here,”" he finally said, his tone dripping
with unsaid meaning.

"Yes, yes," Dad cut in, waving it off. "Thank you again. Good luck with the
investigation.”

Karlsson's eyes lingered a beat longer before he nodded and stepped out into the cold.
His partner followed him and tucked the file back under hisarm.

Dad shut the door, the latch clicked, and then it was the perfect silence . A moment he
had stood there, still, his back to us, his shoulders rising and falling with the heavy
sigh. When he turned, his face camer than it was.

"Bree," he said, his voice even. "Take M€l to the bedroom. Breakfast is over."

A small, shaky breath escaped my chest as | rose to my feet, moving toward Mel. My
fingers wrapped around the cold, metallic handles of her wheelchair. And without a
word, | pushed her down the living room floor, my eyes fixed ahead, refusing to
glance back—couldn't. The weight in my chest pressed heavier with each step.

We were finally at the room, | shut the door behind us, making sure it clicked softly
in the still, quiet air. Mel sat sideways in her wheelchair, her frame seeming even
smaller in dim light, her eyes set only on one spot on the wall. | couldn't hold it
anymore, it was too much inside.

Kneeling beside her, | closed my eyes. Tears fell in cascades, soaking her jeans as |
buried my face in her lap. My shoulders shook hard, the only sound in that room was
my cry. Mel's hand slowly moved to rest on the crown of my head. But she didn't
speak. Her head didn't turn, her expression was empty, as though she were lost in



some place far away from here.

| closed my eyes, and darkness behind my eyelids swallowed me in. Shapes danced in
the dark; white, circular flashes, like distant stars.

| was six years old again. My birthday. | could see Mom in the kitchen, smiling as she
set a strawberry cake in front of me. Its pink glaze sparkled under the warm kitchen
lights. | reached for it in a hurry, pushing a bit into my mouth before Mom could
reach me.

Then, everything changed.

My throat constricted while the world seemed to spin into panic, and the muffled
sounds of Mom's voice trying to be frantic. The memory suddenly blurred into the
fading rush of sirens. And just as | opened my eyes | was aready in a car with an
unknown world passed by my window. "We're moving," Dad had said simply, his
hands clutched to the steering whesel.

He said later that was because Mom was afraid of losing me, but in this bedroom,
back with Mel, that sounded wrong.

What was she afraid of ?

My eyes flickered open, drawing me back into the here and now . | straightened up in
my chair, blinking through welling tears. The sight of Mél's empty stare was right on
the edge of my vision, yet my mind would not settle. It gnawed on some strange and
hollow feeling inside. | looked down at my hands and then at Mel.

| couldn't remember her birth, not the day, not the moment Mom and Dad brought her
home, not even a single hazy image. We were three years apart, but it was like the
memory didn't exist at all.



What was wrong with me? Was | starting to forget or was | beginning to remember
things | was never supposed to remember?

| couldn't breathe. | needed air, space, clarity.

“I'll be back," | muttered, jumping up and out of the room.

My feet took me into the living room to Mom and Dad on that worn, faded sofa.
Whatever conversation they were having stopped mid-sentence as | appeared.

"Can | go out?' My voice was softer than | meant. "l just... need to go out."

Mom's eyes flickered, but she nodded. "Don't go far, okay?'

"Okay," | said, already heading on my way.

When | returned to the bedroom, | tore off my red coat that was hanging over one of
the hooks in the wardrobe. Before, it carried a faint, humble smell of fresh rain and
wet leaves, gently mixing with the sharp taste of detergent. Now, as | dlid its weight
over my hunched shoulders, the mass settled heavily around me, smelling of the
sweet escape outside.

| caught myself hesitating for just a moment as | passed by Mel. | repeated, "I'm
coming back," not particularly sure if she heard me.

In the living room, they barely looked up as | crossed toward the door. Again, their
low murmurs resumed, muffled only by the thudding of my heart. None of them
asked where and why. It was just like | was invisible, some sort of passing shadow
that flickered for a brief moment.

The front door groaned as | opened it; a wave of cold air entered, so sharp, so crisp. |



closed my eyes, breathing deeply to fill my lungs with that clean, biting chill. As |
exhaled, the tension in me seemed a fraction lighter, as some weight lifted from my
chest.

| stepped into the yard, boots crunching on the snow path. The house shrank behind
me as | followed the narrow trail leading into the woods. Bare branches stretched
overhead, clawing at the gray sky like skeletal fingers. As it was, with every step
taken, that tightness inside my chest started to soften.

Breathing had also started to become easy now. Here, with the quiet and the trees
around me, | finally felt free. Freeto breathe. Free to think.

Thirty minutes must have passed, and the sun was now brighter, its rays bouncing off
the snow. Ahead, there was this thick gnarled branch lying on the ground half-
submerged in the ice. | walked to it and sat down, feeling the cold right through my
coat as| let my breath out in along sigh.

The woods stretched around me, almost endless, their silence pushing against my
ears. | wasalone, just agirl inared coat in avast expanse of white.

It seeped into me—the stillness. No pretending here, no mask to wear, no lying to
myself. Just the void, the loneliness. For amoment, it felt like peace.

But then something moved.
It was subtle, just aflicker in the corner of my eye. My chest tightened and | stood
abruptly, my boots crunching the snow. | spun in place, scanning the shadows in

between the trees.

"Who's there?' | called, my voice sharper than | expected. The sound echoed into the
woods, swallowed quickly by the thick silence.



No one answered but | was not alone—I could sense it. My breathing grew quicker as
awild thought entered my mind.

"Snowman?' | called, half-expecting, half-fearing a response.

And then, laughter. Low and mocking, it rolled from behind me, shearing the air like
aknife.

"Guess again," avoice said.

| spun around, the pulse pounding in my ears. The endless woods stretched out in
every direction, yet | couldn't pinpoint which direction it came from.

"Who's there?' | called, picking up the branch I'd been sitting on and clenching it
above me like aweapon. My hands shook as hard as | clutched it. It was silly, | knew,
but that was the best | had.

Another voice joined in, this one more teasing, aimost playful. "Are you lost?'

"Show yourself!" | shouted, my throat tightening.

There was arustling, and then two of them came from behind a sturdy tree trunk. One
threw the other a shove for good measure before stepping forward. He seemed tall,
about my age, actually, with ginger hair that picked up the sun and wearing a smirk

that stretched too wide across his freckled face. His confidence unnerved me.

"Y ou must be the new girl," he said, then put a hand to his chest in mock chivalry and
gave a shallow bow. “I'm Vic."

The other figure came closer, shorter and stockier, the beanie yanked low over his
head. The jacket was hanging loose over his frame, and the zipper was open despite



this cold. He grinned, you could see his breath in the crisp air.

"And I'm Josh, my lady, " he said in a voice dripping with sarcasm as he parodied
Vic's dramatic gesture.

Vic laughed, but Josh pulled something from his pocket, holding it out to me. A
hand-rolled cigarette, crumpled and stained at the tip. "Want a smoke?"

| instinctively stepped back, wrinkling my nose in distaste. "No," | said more firmly
than was maybe required. "Thanks."

| turned my back to them, my feet crunching in the snow as | began to walk away.
But their laughter followed me, low and insistent, working its way under my skin. |
quickened my pace, but so did they.

"Where are you going?' one of them called out. Their footsteps crunched louder,
closer.

The knot in my stomach twisted tighter. | didn't need to look back to know they were
following me. My pulse thundered in my ears as their chuckles turned to whispers,
their tones no longer playful but darker.

| brokeinto arun.
The snow clung to my boots, slowing me, but | pushed forward, my breaths coming
in ragged gasps. The trees blurred around me as my legs pumped harder, my focus

narrowing to one thing: escape.

"Hey! Slow down!" one of them said, carrying the tone of his voice laughing. "We're
only trying to talk."



My chest was burning, my vision swimming as the cold air sliced into my lungs. But
| didn't stop. | couldn't stop.

Then it happened.

| was jogging along when my foot caught on some unseen branch buried in the snow.
The world slewed violently as | went tumbling forward, arms flapping. | hit hard, the
shock of impact rocking every bone in my body.

The snow was like ice against my cheek, and for a moment, the only sound was my
breathing. Behind me, their steps crunched closer. My gut skidded with panic,
paralyzing. | tried to push myself up, but my legs just felt heavy, useless. The branch
I'd carried lay inches away, but it might as well have been miles.

"Where do you think you're going?' one of them said, mocking, laughing.

But then, the laughter was gone, replaced only by the sound of their feet as they
closed the space between us. They lunged after me, then came to a sudden stop. They
stood fixed, faces slack with surprise as if the very air around them had crystallized
with cold.

Something was wrong.

| heaved myself up, using my shaking arms, to brush away stray tufts of blonde hair
from my face. My breaths huffed out in short, panicked hitches, misting the chilled
air. Slowly, | peeled my gaze upward and froze.

A few meters in front, something was standing—a snowman, so out of place against
the silent woods. But it was different, wrong. Vic reached forward and yanked on my
arm, pulling me to my feet. His face was white, his hands hard.



"Let me go!" | shouted, pushing him away. The force sent him stumbling back, but |
couldn't stop staring at the snowman.

Because on top of its round, snow-packed body wasn't snowman's head of ice and
buttons.

It was a human head.

| screamed, the sound tearing out of me before | could even think. My legs buckled,
and | fell backward into the snow, scrambling to get away from it. Vic tripped when |
pushed him, landing hard beside me. Both of us crawled away, our hands sinking into
theicy ground as we retreated in shared fear.

Behind the snowman, the woods were silent and oppressive. But | could only see two
great balls of snow stacked on top of one another, and atop those, the head of a
woman, severed from her body. Her hair was braided and neatly combed, although
strands were stuck with snow. Her eyes were wide open and glassy, staring at
nothing. Her lips were pursed in deep purple, and an eerie stillness was frozen on her
face.

The second ball of snow was streaked with the jarring red against the white, like
some sort of bloody scarf. The snowman's stick arms reached out, jagged branches
that seemed to claw at the air. Coal buttons were arranged on its body with chilling
precision, as though someone had made it with sick care.

| squeezed my palms over my eyes, willing the horrific image to disappear. My
heartbeat roared in my ears, drowning out everything but the sharp inhale of my
breaths.

Josh finally broke the silence, his hand shaking as he dialed the numbers on his
phone. With every click, the phone seemed to echo through the stillness. "D-d-dad,"



he stuttered, voice shaking. "We... we found Sigrid."

Sigrid Halvorsen , the missing woman. | felt the bile rise in my throat as readlity
crystallized around me. She wasn't only missing. She was here. And she was dead.

Her frozen, lifeless eyes stood silent, guarding the woods, hauntingly empty. It felt as
though she was watching us, mocking us, daring us to look away. But | couldn't.
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Sirens wailed in the air, their shrill cries mingling with the sharp pulses of blue and
red lights dancing across the ground that was heavy with snow. | sat frozen, my body
stiff beneath the gray blanket somebody had laid over my shoulders. Outside, the
world was moving like a silent movie, shades of people in white nylon suits, the
black body bag being zipped up carefully, yellow tape cordoning off trees, and
shouting warnings in thick black letters: DO NOT CROSS.

But | was not in a position to move, not even if | wanted to.

| looked down at my wrists, instinctively pulling my sleeves over the faint scars
marked into my skin. They were reminders of the time when | had thought that | had
long since died. That part of me now felt like it was resurfacing and breathing its way
back into my chest.

A woman patted my shoulder, her voice muffled and far away. | couldn't make out
the words. My eyes didn't leave the men carrying the body away, and | was horrified
to find myself wondering if they'd found the rest. All 1 had seen was the head. My
gaze strayed back to the plastic tape, the jarring unnatural yellow dlicing through the
cold white expanse of the woods.

| heard Josh and Vic talking to the police nearby. Their voices were fragments, pieces
of a puzzle that refused to come together. Then, around this chaos, | caught a voice.
My stomach clenched, and | scanned the faces around me, my eyes locking with the



hope of recognition. But nothing matched. Only strangers.

Until, out of a sudden turn, a man stood before me. The camness of his face was
there, but something in his eyes seemed like an unending weight, never to be light or
relieved. His hand had rested gently on my shoulder; his lips moved and spoke words
| couldn't hear. He felt so unreal, like a ghost attached to my mind.

"Hey," he said, snapping his fingers in front of me. The sharp sound cut through the
fog in my head. "Are you okay?"

My lips parted, but no sound came out. For the first time in my life, | couldn't bring
myself to say the automatic lie, to say that everything was fine. My head was shaking
weakly, and hot tears spilled over in rivulets against the cold air. For the first timein
my life, | allowed myself to be seen.

He knew. | could tell it from his face, in the softening of his eyes. He drew me into
his arms gently and his warmth dliced through the chill that clung to me. | didn't
protest. My fragile voice managed to break through with one cracked word, "No."

My head fell onto his shoulder, my body quivering, while | wept softly. It was the
first time in so very long that | was wrapped in anyone's arms. The first time a man
ever had taken me in such a way. There wasn't any judgment in his hug, no
expectations, just safety.

"I'm not fine," | whispered, words caught in my throat, harder to admit than it should
be, but atruth that felt like its own liberation.

"And that's okay," he said softly, his voice steady, grounding. "Y ou don't have to be
okay.

| nodded, clenching my fingers into my sleeves as | retreated a small step. | wiped a



hand across my eyes until his gentle face blurred through my crying. His expression
was staunch but patient in its kindness in giving me some time for myself.

He drew a small notebook from his pocket and flipped it open. "l really hate having
to do this," he said with the slightest smile, trying to lighten the moment. "But | need
to ask you afew questions, if that's alright."

| nodded again, my voice still caught somewhere in my chest. His eyes searched
mine, not for answers, but for reassurance, like he wanted to be sure | wouldn't break
under the weight of the moment.

"Did you see anyone else around?' he asked, poised pen in his hand.

My breath caught and the image of the snowman flashed in my mind. My throat
constricted as | whispered, "No." The word felt brittle, breaking apart as it left my
lips.

"Y ou know those two?' he asked, tone low, steady. He moved a pen toward Josh and
Vic; they stood a short ways off, shifting their weight while talking with another cop.

| hesitated, my throat tightening. "No," | whispered, hardly audible.

"They said you found the..." His voice trailed off as he cast a wary glance in my
direction. His words were measured, carefully chosen to avoid further upsetting me.
"The snowman?"

"Yes," | said. My voice broke. The memory was flooding back clearly now, as I'd
squeezed my eyes shut. "l fell, and..." | tried to find the right words. My chest ached
across, each breath jagged. "He," | gagged out, "he somehow... does it make me
sound crazy if | think he... completes them? By adding..." Again my voice failed me
where the word got stuck in my throat over a hard swallow. "A head?"



The detective's jaw flexed. His eyes narrowed dlightly, studying me through a gaze
more like concern and less like suspicion. He said nothing right away.

"You think I'm crazy, don't you?' | said, my voice quivering; | brushed stray strands
of hair behind my ears. My hands fidgeted nervously in my lap.

His eyes dropped briefly to my wrists, where faint scars traced stories | wished |
could erase. My heart sank as | realized. | tugged my sleeves down quickly, pulling
my hands into my lap, and pressing them tightly between my thighs.

"No," he said, hisvoice firm and clear. "Y ou're not crazy."

He stood abruptly, his gaze sweeping around the scene in a slow arc. The snow
swathed in blood, the quiet empty woods, the hush of unutterability lingering. He was
gathering pieces of a puzzle seen by nobody else into atotal picture.

| swallowed the lump in my throat and stammered, "Can | go home?

Softness stirred within his eyes then turned back to me. "Sure," he said much more
quietly, "I can take you home."

| nodded, my body trembling as | rose to my feet. He waited patiently, then led the
way to his car. | glanced back at the scene one last time—the yellow tape, the distant
officers, and the woods that now felt like they would never let me forget. My steps
were shaky as | followed him.

The black car stood out against the snowy backdrop, its polished surface gleaming in
the light. Somehow, its solid presence calmed me. He opened the passenger door and
waited for me to get in before closing it gently behind me. | sank into the seat,
clutching the blanket tighter around me, the cold still gnawing at my bones.



Through the windscreen, | watched him wave at another officer—signal, most likely,
letting them know he was taking me home. A moment later, he dlid into the driver's
seat, hands resting lightly on the wheel. He glanced at me briefly before turning the
ignition.

“I'm Thor," he said, his voice even as the car burbled to life. "What's your name?’

"Bree," | answered, my voice barely audible, my eyes fixed through the windshield
ahead on the snow-misted distance, a vague blur instead of that pressin my chest.

"Word of advice," he said, the silence after his voice sounding loud, as he geared the
car first. "Those two boys—Josh and Vic—they're trouble.”

| nodded slowly, my eyes drifting back to where the two of them stood. Their posture
was casual, but something about them felt wrong, like anitch | couldn't scratch.

"I know," | whispered, the words more to myself than to him.

"Good," he said quietly, the corners of his mouth pulling into a tight, approving
smile.

Without another word, he tapped the gas, and we began to roll forward down the
street. The crunch of the tires on the snowy ground occupied the space between us,
without being uncomfortable. For possibly the first time in the last few hours,
breathing was easy.

Those ten minutes were the shortest in my life as we pulled up to the house. With
every rotation of the tires, it sounded like a drum echoing in my chest, my heart
matching the rhythm. Asiit finally came to a stop, | reached for the door handle, but
my eyes didn't leave the screen of the windshield. My body froze, refusing to move.
The house sat there before me, a dark shape among the snow, but the real shadow



seemed to wait inside.

"We can sit here for a while if you want," Thor said in a soft voice that held calm.
"No rush."

| nodded, one tear welling its way down my cheek. It was hot against the cold
numbness of my skin.

The silence between us drew out, until he spoke again, softly breaking it. "You fall a
lot too?" His eyes flickered to my wrists, the question hovering in the air between us
like afragile thread.

| twisted toward him, now caught under the weight of his question. In my silence, he
saw more than most people grasp in a lifetime, a thought of it sent jolts of fear
through my spine. My lump was growing low in my throat and swelled now in pain
as | shook my head.

I'd never falen. Not like that. I'd hurt myself only in quiet, cowardly ways that felt
somehow like control. Dying had been an escape | wished for when the weight
became too much to handle. When | came back, when | saw what it did to Mdl, | told
myself | would never again be so selfish. Mel had tried, too. And | could never let her
do the same to herself.

Thor reached into his coat and pulled out a small scrap of paper. He held it out to me,
his hand steady.

"Here," he said. "My number. If you ever... Fal... You can call for help. Asking for
help is okay, Bree."

| stared at the paper a moment before reaching out for it, my fingers brushing against
his. "Okay," | whispered, folding it carefully and tucking it into my pocket.



| let my gaze dwell on him a moment longer, then reached to open the door. His eyes
are chestnut, | said to myself. Brown. Not blue, brown.

And then | said them over and over in my mind, as though trying to burn them into
my memory. But beneath that, | was still looking for someone else. For the man who
had come into my room last night. The man who had made the snowman. The man
who knew now that | had seen something | was never supposed to see.

And suddenly, fear wrapped its icy tendrils around me. A deeper fear than I'd ever
known. Because now, | was more afraid than ever to talk, to breathe, to even exist.

It was Thor's voice that brought me back. "Are you sure you told me everything?"
The firm tone was soft and his eyes searched mine.

| nodded, forcing afaint smile that didn't reach my eyes. "Y eah."

He nodded back, but his face told another story. | stepped out of the car and shut the
door behind me. He remained inside, observing me as | walked to the house. | did not
look back; could not. My legs were lead, heavy with a weight that seemed to tug me
closer with each step to something | was not prepared to face.

Through the window, | could see Dad. His face was hard, his jaw clenched, and his
eyes burned with anger that seemed to radiate even from a distance. My stomach
twisted into knots. | wasn't ready for him either.

| stopped in front of the door, my hand shaking, clutched on the handle.
Thirty seconds passed, | counted each and every one with the heavy beating of my

heart in my ears. Then | finally pushed the door open and stepped inside. The sound
of the car pulling away behind me reached my earsjust as | shut the door.



| wanted to call Thor. | wanted to scream out through the phone for him to save me
right now. How could he? How was | allowed to be saved when al thistime, | did not
even believe | was worthy of saving? How could | get help from a person who wants
to fight for me when | no longer have hope left in me? My hope was aready dying,
bit by bit.

Inside, the house was suffocating. Mom was in the kitchen, going through her
motions as though she didn't even see me, Mel was in her room quiet and still like she
hadn't moved today. And Dad? Dad was just waiting. His gaze had snapped onto
mine like alock disengaging the instant | crossed over the threshold.

"What were you doing with that cop?' He spat the words like droplets of venom.

| shook my head fast, my back against the door. "I didn't..."

"Don't you fucking lie to me!l" he roared, his voice cracking through the air like a
whip. Another step closer, and he was towering over me. "You told him something,
didn't you?"

"I didn't, | swear!" | stammered, my voice rising in desperation. My hands pressed
against the door behind me, searching for away to push myself further away. "I didn't

tell him anything!"

His face twisted in anger as he leaned in. My body was shaking so much | could
hardly stand.

"Don't lieto me," he hissed, his hand twitching at his side. | froze, my breath caught
in my throat. | wanted to run, but there was nowhere to go.

"You won't fucking leave this house again,” he growled as his hand shot out,
grabbing a fistful of my hair. Pain exploded across my scalp as he pulled me down,



the sharp pull making my head move violently. | clenched my teeth, biting back a
scream, but the tears welled in my eyes.

"You will learn,” he thundered, dragging me across the room, never letting go, not
even once.

My feet stumbled after his as he pulled me up the stairs. Each rise upwards felt like a
shock of hurt across my body, but | did not fight back. It was only worse if | resisted.

No one's ever going to save me, | thought, my mind climbing some sort of spiral
staircase. No one ever will.

He pushed me onto the floor at the top of the stairs. My body crumpled like a ragdoll,
cold wooden planks biting against my skin.

Before | could catch my breath, the tip of his shoe slammed into my ribs. White, hot
pain seared through me. A sickening crunch followed, and | knew— something was
broken. My ribs throbbed with every shallow breath.

But | stayed silent. | always stayed silent. Thiswasn't the first blow 1'd taken.
Frustrated, he leaned over me. "l swear—"

His fist whacked again, this time finding its mark on my shoulder and shaking
through my body while his hand tangled again into my hair, wrenching me down the
hallway like a broken toy, scraping my knees along the floor, too weakened in body
to oppose him and too beaten in the brain to even think about fighting.

Then, dlicing through the chaos like a thin, distant thread, | heard it.

"Daddy?"



The voice was tiny, small. One word, but it stopped him cold.

He went completely still, his breathing harsh, his grip easing. Slowly, he turned his
head to face whatever had made the noise, leaving me splayed upon the floor. His
boots echoed on the hardwood as he crossed to the glass railing at the far end of the
hall. His fingers wrapped around the glass, smudging the clean panes as he leaned
forward.

"Mel?' he yelled, his voice a weird combination of shock and disbelief. "You can
talk?' He let out a nervous, aimost hysterical chuckle. "And walk?"

| tried to push myself up, but my arms folded beneath me. My body felt heavy and
unresponsive, not my own. All I could do was lie there, watching helplessly as he ran
down the stairs, his mood changing. | could hear him laughing when he reached her.

He was now laughing with Mom, hugging her. It was as if nothing had happened
downstairs, as though the man who had unleashed his fury upon me never existed. |
was forgotten upstairs, left crumpled on the floor, my face silently streaming with
tears.

Why do people have children if they cannot give them the life they deserve? The
guestion burnt in my mind without an answer.

The pain burned through my chest, though it wasn't even nearly as deep as the ache
inside. A dark, festering trauma carved into my bones, deeper with each blow, and |
walked in fear as though it were my second skin, turning at every step, afraid to trust
or love.

Every tiny flicker of hope I'd dared to hold onto had been taken from me, leaving
only emptiness.



| heard soft footsteps approaching. Mom.

"Go to the attic," she whispered, her voice low, her eyes darting toward the staircase.
"Hide until he feels better."

Until he feels better. What about me? | wasn't better . | wasn't whole . | was broken.
Summoning every last bit of strength in my body, | struggled to my feet. My ribs
shrieked with every shallow breath, and my knees wobbled beneath my weight while
| made ungainly progress toward the attic door. Mom followed aong silently behind
me.

| came to the door, stopping in front of it. "Mom?" | whispered, looking towards her.
She said nothing. The moment | stepped inside, the door swung shut behind me with
a hollow click. The metallic sound of the key turning in the lock followed. My heart
fell.

"Mom?' | called out, shaking and pounding on the door. "Mom!"

Her footsteps retreated down the stairs, fading.

| leaned against the door, hands falling limply to my sides as the tears came. They
spilled over like waterfalls against my bruised and battered skin. My chest heaved up

and down, the pain from my sobs mingling with agony from my injuries.

More than the outside wounds that were bleeding, though, were the inside ones. And
these bled memories, regrets, terrors of burdens too hefty to bear.

It was cold and dark in the attic, with only alittle bit of light allowed to pass through
a round frosted window. | crumpled to the floor, bringing my knees up to my chest
and wrapping my arms around them tightly. | had nothing.



Page 8

Source Creation Date: July 21, 2025, 2:03 pm

SEVEN
SNOWMAN

The late afternoon sun cast a warm, golden glow across the horizon as it began its
slow escape. The kind of peace | once cared for, felt so far away now, like a distant
memory.

Ever since | saw her, peace had become a stranger to me. My mind was tethered to
hers, drawn to her like a moth to aflame. She was faint yet vivid, as though she were
both a ghost and a dream—something | could see but never touch. Something | could
never truly have, not with thelife | lived, not with thelies | carried.

| was lying on my bed shirtless, the cool air barely brushing against my skin as |
glared at the wooden ceiling over me. The wall lamp flickered once in a while, light
throbbing like a pulse asif trying to convey something to me.

She wants to see me again.

Then, | closed my eyes, just for a second, her face disappearing, but everything else
sharpening.

She was everything I'd ever imagined perfection to be, yet | knew she'd never see
herself the way | saw her. She didn't know the spell she had cast, the way she haunted
my every thought. Her long blonde hair, streaked with shades of sunlight and shadow,
shone like fresh snow under a winter sky. Her ocean-blue eyes, the deepest and
darkest I'd ever seen, were now my favorite color. Blue.



She fitted together so perfectly that she seemed to have been made for some specific
purpose. The soft outlines of her face, the dlight shine on the tip of her small nose,
and her skin were smooth and blemishless. Her lips, full and soft, held a gentle pink
that gave them an almost surreal appearance. But it was her eyebrows, curved
delicately over those sad, stormy eyes, that stayed with me. They gave her the look of
aporcelain doll; fragile, innocent, perfect.

She stirred something in me that | had not felt in years. Her sorrow reached into me,
where the cold had taken permanent home, and started to melt the frost. | was a man
who rarely felt anything at all, and now | found myself longing for something | wasn't
even aware of.

| wanted to see her smiling; | wanted her to smile alot more.

| rolled onto my side and faced the window. The woods were still and silent, dark
silhouettes against the fading light. They reminded me of everything I'd left behind,
everything | thought | had escaped. But a sudden knock at the door pulled me from
my thoughts, scattering them behind.

| let out a heavy sigh, the weight of the moment settling back over me, and got up.
My bare feet hit the cool floor as | made my way out of the bedroom and into the
kitchen.

Even before | saw her, the smell of chicken soup greeted me. She was standing near
the stove, her grey hair all braided, her back to me. The familiar smell filled the little

kitchen, warm and comforting.

“They found her, you know," she said, turning to me now. Her face was more
wrinkled than the last time I'd truly set eyeson her.

"I know," | replied, walking into the kitchen island that stood proudly in the middle



of the place, its polished wood glowing shyly in the evening light, two chairs up
front.

She moved to lift the pot from the stove and set it down on the counter. The lid
clanged softly upon being set down, and then she reached for a spoon from the
drawer, dipped it into the soup, and brought it to her lips.

"You know Joe's back?' she asked casually before leaning over to taste, her face
screwed up and went pale. "Damn, it's hot." She blew on the spoon before setting it
on the soup plate 1 and sliding it onto the island beside the pot.

"Yeah, | saw him," | said, standing and going to the cabinet. | pulled out another soup
plate, with a silver spoon from the drawer. The kitchen was small, and cozy in a way
that sometimes felt suffocating.

| set the soup plate down. She didn't wait but poured soup into it for me, the ladle
making soft ripples as it moved through the broth. | walked around the island and
sank into the chair across from her.

"Did you see the oldest one?" she asked, blowing softly on her spoon of soup before
taking a cautious sip.

"Yeah," | muttered, dipping my own spoon into the soup. The liquid scalded my
tongue as | took a hasty sip, but | didn't flinch.

"You know why he brought them here?' she started, her voice laced with curiosity.
But before she could continue, my fist came down on the wooden surface of the
island, the sudden, sharp sound cutting through her words.

"Let me stop you right there," | said. My jaw tightened, all the muscles in my face
rigid. "Mother."



She threw her hands up in defeat, her face smooth except for the flicker of mirth in
her eyes. "Okay, okay," she said much softer now. "All | am saying is, he's different.
He barely recognized me. And Laura—" she paused, rolling her eyes"Laura thought |
was the housekeeper.”

A dry chuckle escaped me, tinged with bitterness. "How rich of her," | said, my
tongue clicking against my teeth. "He didn't recognize me either."

"Who would?" she shot back with a smirk, her eyes crinkling. "With that beard?"

| huffed alaugh, the corners of my mouth pulling up briefly before falling flat again.

"What do you think | should do?' | asked, leaning forward as my gaze sharpened.
"Let him be? Or should | stop him once and for all?’

She tilted her head, studying me. "He is your father's son,” she said, every word a
careful choice. "He is no blood of mine, never will be." Her voice gentled and she
leaned in and placed her hands like fall leaves on mine. "But he once was your
brother."

" Stepbrother,” | said, shaking my head. My voice lowered, "And that is no answer."

She stepped back, smoothing the folds on her dress before reaching for the knitted
bag which rested in the corner of the table.

"I am off," she said, her tone all at once brisk, all practical, and she walked to the
door, suddenly turning to me.

"Oh, and...." she added, one brow rising. "Do you think he is smart enough to figure
it out?'



| clicked my tongue again, "Nah."

She hummed and pressed her lips together, weighing my response. Then, without a
word more, she turned and left. The door shut with a firm click, bringing a faint
breeze in her wake.

| sat down, again, and stared at the bowl of soup in front of me. Steam spiraed
upwards in diaphanous curls, then disappeared into the air, just like my focus.

An hour nearly passed, with me still behind the shadows of her window, watching
and waiting. Waiting for something, | don't even know; just a ssimple silhouette of
her. Y et, the window remained as empty as when I'd begun. It was the silent stillness
that gnawed at my soul.

| had to see her, even from afar, even if it meant risking everything.

The snow crunched beneath my boots as | moved closer, the cold biting through the
fabric of my clothes. My coat weighed on me, heavy and restricting, so | pulled it off
and buried it in the snow. The sharp chill bit at my skin, but | didn't care.

| pulled my hood over my head, the dark sweatshirt clung to me like armor as | dlid a
white mask from my pocket. | glanced over my shoulder, scanning for any signs of

movement, any eyes upon me. The woods were silent.

Satisfied, | reached back and laid the mask on my face, its cold surface pressing
against my skin.

| moved slowly, crouching low as | followed the faint lines of the narrow path leading
to the rear of the house.

Leafy branches and thorns acted like a barrier across the yard. Concealed behind



them was the rusty creaking of old ladders. At the very top sat this large circular attic
window that was always left sightly open, inviting me in. You could easily fit
through a gap that narrow yet nobody ever managed to glue it shut. A spare key
would be something | had with me, though with a mask looking like this, front doors
weren't the best choice.

It was a silent climb, my hands clasping the icy wood of the ladders until | reached
the attic window. | eased it open, careful not to make a sound. The glass creaked
dightly as | dlid through, my feet landing softly on the wooden floor. | knelt, pushing
the window back into its usual crooked position.

My heart jumped as | turned.

She was there.

She was kneeling at the far corner in her red coat, her body shaking. Her hair spilled
down her shoulders, glowing with that weak light filtering through the cracked
window. And she did nothing. Didn't speak. Just sat on and on, her eyes fixed
somewhere asif she neither saw me nor cared.

| raised my hand weakly in asmall awkward wave. Twice. Really idiotic.

What the hell am | doing? | silently scolded myself.

She glanced at me, then crossed her arms before lying down on the floor, moving
slowly, ignoring me. Like | wasn't even there.

"Were you waiting for me?' | asked, my voice breaking the heavy silence. | stepped
toward her cautioudly, unsure of myself.

"Don't flatter yourself,” she snapped out, her voice whetted to a sharp edge though



her head remained unlifted. "If you cameto kill me, do it."

| froze, the words striking harder than they should have. | crouched beside her,
studying her face, her body, for some evidence of fear or even care. But there was
nothing. Just emptiness.

| reached out tentatively and brushed a strand of her hair away from her face. Her
skin was pale; her lips were chapped. She didn't pull away immediately, but as |
whispered, "Why would | do that, birdie 7' she threw her head sharply to the side,
moving out from my touch.

Her body shuddered, wrapping her arms tighter around herself, and her whole frame
shook like afragile leaf in the middle of astorm. | tilted my head to the side, trying to
read her, trying to understand. Something was wrong. | reached for her hand, gently
pulling her up, but the moment she moved, she winced, clutching her ribs. My
stomach sank.

"What happened?' | asked, my voice low, steady.

"Please," she whispered, her tears spilling down her cheeks. Her voice cracked, as if
made of glass, barely holding together. "Just go."

| bit my tongue, knowing | shouldn't be here. This was wrong, everything about it.
Y et something in her made it impossible to leave. | needed her. | needed her close to
feel alive again, even if only for a moment. | sank to the floor against the wall,
pulling her head gently onto my lap.

"Better?' | asked, my fingers threading softly through her hair.

"No," she whispered, her voice cracking with the burden of her pain. A jolting laugh
tore from her lips as she choked over the words. "Do you do thisto all of them?"



Her gaze fluttered up to me shining with unshed tears. "Before you chop their heads
off and turn them into snowmen?’

| chuckled low and sharp. "Not to all of them."

She reacted in an instant, disgusted and furious. She pushed my hand away and
turned her face from me, pressing her cheek to the cold floor.

"Disgusting,” she spat.

"They were all bad people,” | said so casualy, as though that somehow excused it,
that with one simple justification, the truth should be rewritten.

"I doubt that,"” she shot back. She pushed herself further away, creating more space
between us.

She was a defiant one, and it irritated me, needling under my skin.

| blinked twice, my patience fraying. "I first torture them," | said, my tone growing
darker and colder. "Before | cut them to pieces."

Her body went stiff. She turned back to me then, kneeling. Her eyes scanned mine,
but I wouldn't meet them, facing instead the window | came in through. | could smell
her fear, rising out of her, thickening the air around us. It was an infectious thing, it
made me feel the need to keep going; to confess, to lay it all bare.

"It's so good to tell someone,” | said, my voice smooth, ailmost amused. "To finally
confess."

"You're mad," she said, her voice trembling as she fell back onto the floor. She
crawled away, inching toward the opposite wall, her eyes wide and unblinking.



| moved my head to one side, observing her reaction with detached curiosity.

"No," | whispered, lying through my teeth as afaint smile curled my lips. "l just have
a bad reputation.”

| knelt again, my palms pressed flat against the floor as | crawled closer to her. The
movements were slow.

"You know what | love the most?' | asked, my voice dropping to a near whisper.
"When | get in while they're asleep when they're most vulnerable.”

Her breathing was in sharp, shallow gasps, her chest rising and falling in quick
succession. She did not move, frozen on the spot.

"I take my knife," | said, my fingers brushing the floorboards. "And | place it right
here." | reached out, tracing a line along her leg, my touch light but intentional,
moving toward her inner thigh.

She swallowed hard, her lips trembling as she pushed my hand away. Her movements
were shaky, panicked.

| chuckled, leaning in closer. "You'd like that, wouldn't you, birdie ?' | growled
lowly, tauntingly, my voice low. "C'mon, admit it."

"Stay back," she stammered, her tone cracking. Her breathing now, frantic, came with
araw fear in each uttered word.

"Imagine," | said, my voice all but dripping with mock seduction as | leaned in closer.
My hand moved onto her back, tracing along the line of her spine downwards to the
curve at the bottom. "Imagine how it would feel inside of you. The way you'd
twitch... but couldn't move."



| took a single, rapid step to pull her al the way into me; falling backward onto the
hardwood floor and bringing her down with me. She lay on top of me shaking, my
palms planted into her sides, urging her closer into my body.

"Can you imagineit, birdie 7' | murmured low against her ear.

But as | shifted, rolling her beneath me, something inside her shifted. Her hand flew
to her ribs and her face twisted in a silent scream into her palm. She pushed weakly at
me, tears welling up in her eyes. | froze. The tension bled from my body as| stared at
her.

Slowly, | rose to my feet, my eyes dark and searching. Her coat was |oose on her, the
zipper calling my attention. In one swift move, | yanked it down, revealing her shirt
underneath. My hands lifted the fabric instinctively. Her skin was a field of bruises,
dark and angry, sprawling across her ribs and sides. Faint red marks told the story of
her pain and my chest tightened.

"What happened?' | demanded, my voice low but edged with fury.
She shook her head, her trembling hands pulling the shirt back down. Tears were
streaked across her face as she whispered, "I fell." | snorted loudly, a harsh, acid

sound.

"Aha," | hummed. My fists clenched as | stared at her, my mind racing with
possibilities.

| stood, my body rigid as | moved toward the stairs. My blood was boiling in my
body, my fists so tightly clenched that my nails dug into my palms. But before | could

take a step, her voice stopped me.

"You can't," she said in aweak voice, shaking. "It's locked."



L ocked. Beaten, and locked.

The words rang in me like a blow to the chest. My vision blurred with anger.

| will burn this place to the ground.

| pivoted on a dime, walking away toward the window in silence. My hands clutched
the edges of the glass, preparing to pull it out of its frame, but before | stepped
through, she rose. Barely, but she stood. Her legs trembled under her weight, her ribs
rising visibly under every shallow breath.

"Can you kill me?* she whispered, her voice breaking as the words slipped out.

A moment, and | stiffened, my fingers tightening on the sill. The air in the room
seemed to thicken, my chest aching, anger and sorrow battling within a storm |
couldn't contain. My heart thundered, the heat of my fury threatening to spill over.

He hurt her, and | couldn’t bring myself to hurt him—not yet.

| just pushed the words out through my teeth, my voice low and heavy. "Tomorrow,"
| said. "I can kill you tomorrow."

"Walk to the woods at five. I'll find you."

Her broken figure shook, staring at me, but she said nothing. She didn't need to.

| climbed onto the windowsill, pulling the dsliding glass back into its crooked frame.
Cold night wind smacked my face once | swung my feet to the ladder and started

lowering myself. Every step | took down felt heavier than the last; my mind rewound
her whispered plea with every step.



As my boots hit the snow below, | glanced back up at the attic. A dim light seeped
through the crack in the window, casting faint shadows inside. My body screamed to
go back, to tear the place apart, to take her with me. But | couldn't stay. If | stayed, |
would do something I'd regret. Something that wouldn't make her safe but would only
make things worse.

So | walked away.

Each step crunching through the snow felt like a fight against myself. My fists
clenched with every step | took from that house, my chest constricting as though the
air had turned to ice.

Then | saw it.

In the kitchen window, the light was on; the dim light focused on the man, with no
shirt, the broad shoulders hunched over. He was plunging into a woman underneath
him across a kitchen table, her body arced. The thrusts of the two movements were

raw, like two animals.

| froze, my breath catching in my throat. My hands fisted at my sides, the blood
roaring in my ears.

It wasn't just any man. It was him. The man raised by my father.

And then the woman turned, just enough for me to see her face. Blonde hair spilling
across the table, her lips parted, moaning. It was her, the girl in the wheelchair.

Hedid it, he did what Father always did.

My stomach twisted in knots as the truth clawed its way to the surface. The taint of
my father's sins had spread, like a disease passed down. He had taught this man and



shaped him into the monster now inside that house. The same monster now taking
her, holding her captive, using her, just like Father had done to my mother, to the
others, to the ones who disappeared, one by one.

A part of me, of course, wanted to rush back inside, to rip him off her, to carve into
his face the same sort of ruin | had managed with others before. To make him feel the
agony he created. But a wiser part of me, a part of me that had learned to play the
long game, stood back.

Watched. Learned just how deep the sickness ran before | struck. Because when | did
strike, it would not be quick. It would not be merciful. Thiswas far from over.

1. Soup can be served in both soup plates and soup bowls, and the choice between
them depends upon different factors, including the type of soup you serve, the
thickness of the soup, the size of the plates, and the presentation you want to display
for your guest.
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Night bled into a day, shadows softening to light, yet | couldn't sleep. | wouldn't let
myself. Every time | closed my eyes, the snowman came back. That image, her head
perched on top, the blood staining white snow like a crimson halo. And her eyes.
Wide, glassy, unseeing yet somehow always watching me. Just me.

Sleegp was supposed to be the only place of escape for most, not mine, not anymore.
The moment my eyelids shut, the flashes returned, memories I'd tried so hard to bury
clawing their way back to the surface. The pain, the shame, all of it circled like
vultures. So | kept awake, holding onto hope that aslong as | kept my eyes open, they
might leave me alone. But they always came back.

| saw him through the faint gray light. Snowman . He moved stealthily, carefully
sedling the crack of the attic window with glass and putty. | watched him, my body
still, my heart pounding. | knew how to escape if | wanted to. But | also knew that
once | did, there would be no coming back.

The sound of footsteps pulled me from my thoughts. | turned, startled, to see Mel
standing behind me. She looked small, and fragile in the light, her hands twisting
nervously together.

"Bree," she whispered, shaking. "Can we talk?'

Her words caught me by surprise. For awhile, I'd resented her silence, the way she'd



appeared to pretend everything was all right, locking me out when | could have
helped. Yet a part of me was just as relieved she'd stayed silent herself, looking after
herself in what little way she knew of. And part of me hated myself for making her go
to that place in the first place.

"Yeah," | said softly, turning my gaze back to the window. The glass was cold,
fogging dlightly with my breath as | tried to calm my racing thoughts.

She moved closer until her palm came to rest ever so lightly on my shoulder asif she
needed to fix herself to the floor.

"Two years ago,” she began in awatery tone, "do you remember anything?"'

"Just pieces,” | said, my throat arid. "Pain."

"I remember," she whispered, leaning in closer yet. "And now... | understand.”

My chest tightened. | turned to her slowly, "Understand what?"

"What you did," she said softly, it was a dagger to the heart. "Why you did it," her
voice broke and her sniffles caused her face to rise toward me. "1 wish | did it too."

She slumped against me before a word could escape my lips, her sobs shattering the
silence. | drew her close, wrapping my arms around her trembling frame as her tears
drenched my shoulder. | could feel her trembling, her pain bleeding into mine.

"I had to," she managed to choke out. "I had to call for him. And if | didn't..." Her
words fell away, lost amid the racking sobs shaking her frame.

| drew back, gently, and cupped her tear-streaked face with my bruised hand. "He...
last night...?" | asked, my voice shaking, not wanting to know the answer.



She looked up at me with red, swollen eyes. "He did it again," she whispered, her
voice cracking. "And | let him."

My heart stopped.

"What happened?' | managed to say, barely more than a breath.

She looked at me, her eyes dark with atruth that stole the air from my lungs. "Joe..."
she whispered. "He's not our dad.”

The words crashed over me like awave, pulling me under. He's not our dad.

| was paralyzed, unable to move, or breathe. My arms dropped listlessly at my sides,
numbing into oblivion. Everything around me began to blur together, swirling into a
gray haze. My mind sought to make sense of it-to piece together the shards of a

puzzle | didn't even know existed. But it was too much.

The memory of her arms around me was grounding, but then- footsteps. Heavy,
growing louder.

Before | could react, | had felt her being ripped from me. | staggered forward,
reaching for her, when | saw him.

Joe.

His dark eyes connected to mine, and not a thing showed in the blankness of his body
language. Soulless, empty, blacker than the shadows surrounding him.

"That's enough of you two," he growled, his voice a sharp edge dlicing through the
ar.



Mel screamed as he tugged her away, and | couldn't move, couldn't stop him. My feet
were glued onto the floor, my body frozen. Then his attention fell on me. His face
contorted in anger as he closed the gap between us. | hadn't time to move before his
hand slammed me hard against the wall. A wave of pain coursed through my back,
and the air was knocked from my lungs.

Joe wasn't Dad anymore. He was just Joe. And he was ready to hurt me.

My eyes locked on his, searching for something—anything—that might tie me to
him. But there was nothing. Not his eyes, not his mouth, not the way his hair fell in
dark coarse strands. There wasn't a single piece of him in me. My blood didn't belong
to him. My body didn't belong to him. For the first time in my life, | understood that.
And for thefirst time, | fought back.

My bruised palms connected with his chest with all the strength left in me. | pushed
as hard as | could, hard enough to see the surprise flash across his features before he
fell backward, landing on the floor with a thud. | was above him, my chest heaving,
my body trembling, yet | didn't move. | couldn't anymore. Not for him.

He bared his teeth; his anger was ssimmering below his skin, like coals, but he said not
aword. Slowly, he pushed himself up; his eyes were sharp, seething. Then he turned,
his hand shooting out to grab Mel by the arm and yanking her up roughly.

"No!" she shrieked; her voice cracked. "Bree!"

"Shut up,” he snarled and his palm met her face with a sickening crack.

She stumbled under the force of the blow, her cheek ballooning in an instant into red
welts.

| flung myself at her, but he was quicker, towing her down the stairs along with him. |



ran after them, my heart going crazy, but before | even reached them, the door
slammed shut. A second later, the sharp click of the lock sounded through the attic
like a death knell.

"No!" | screamed, my fists going against the wood. "No! Let me out!"

My voice cracked, my pleading now reduced to guttural sobs, but there was nothing.
Just silence. Silence and the faint sound of their footsteps disappearing below, taking
Mel with them.

| slid to the floor, my forehead against the door. My nightmare had finally come alive
for real, more alive than all those flashes that plagued my dreams. Closing my eyes
made it worse.

There, a woman appeared, a woman with golden hair, her soft silhouette stepping out
of the shadows into the light. A memory, a dream, something buried deep enough that
it felt unreal.

| had afamily once; he took me away. And now he had taken Mel too.

| pulled back, palms digging into my scalp as it all crashed down. All the years of
pretending, of forgetting. It was not survival; it was surrender. He had taught me to
lie, to obey, to believe that nothing more but what he had molded me into existed.
And each new town, each supposed escape, not a freedom; just another layer to the
chain.

He hadn't just robbed me of my family. He had stolen my future. He had broken me
into pieces, molding me into a scared, fragile girl who didn't know her own name or
her own worth. But something snapped in me then. | was tired of being lost. | was
tired of living half-dead, walking through alife that didn't belong to me.



He'd taken Mel, and | wouldn't let him keep her.

Tears streamed silently down my face, hot and relentless. "Oh, Mél," | whispered into
the darkness. "Why us?'

No answer came. Because there was no reason. Some people are just born evil.

| heaved myself up, bruise after bruise screaming in protest. My ribs were sore to the
touch with each agonizing breath. | refused to stop. | just couldn't. The attic seemed
to be choking me. | had to get out. Immediately, my eyes went toward the window,
the very place where he tried sealing me in. | felt the cracked glass and tugged the
wooden spring until it gave. The glass released, and with one last heave, | pushed it
out.

The cold air nipped my face as | stepped onto the slanted roof, my balance teetering,
fingers aching while | held tightly to the edge. And there below was a ladder, so old
and half concealed by thorny branches, but it was the only way out.

| let out a shaky breath and started to work my way down, slow step after slow step.
Scratches tore at my arms and snagged at my clothes, but | didn't care. When my
boots finally hit the ground, | exhaled a breath | hadn't known | was holding.

| turned back to the house; its dark windows seemed to stare back at me like empty
eyes. | knew what | was supposed to do. | was supposed to lie down and die today.
To give up. But | wouldn't. Not anymore.

"I'll ask him to return my life,” | hissed to no one, sounding shrill and uneven, "and
take someone else instead.” With that, | ran. | didn't look back. The snow crunched
beneath my feet as | sprinted into the woods, my breath escaping in short, ragged
clouds. | didn't know where | was going, but | knew who | needed to find. The
Snowman.



| walked an hour through the woods, though it felt like an age in the silence, the quiet
snow crunching beneath each footstep, the light hum of water somewhere nearby
breaking into the stiliness. The sounds drew me deeper, speaking to me in a whisper
as | approached the river's shore.

The water ran crimson red, jarring against the white snow around it. A scene out of a
nightmare, felt like someone had painted the river in blood and let it stain the white
world around it.

| moved closer, dropping to a crouch on the edge, my huff misting in the icy air. |
dipped slowly into the water. For a moment my skin was shocked by the temperature,
but still, as the water ran through my fingers, | understood. There was no blood.
Cleaned, the water became just water over mud or rocks.

"There’s no blood here," | whispered, trying to make the words ring true. | probably
wasn't sureif | believed them or wanted to believe them.

There was a smooth rock in the river, much larger than the others, aimost inviting.
Smoothing my hair back, I took off my shoes and dipped atoe in them. The icy water
shot right through it, and | shivered as something crawled up my spine. | let it slide
anyway. The pain in my body was loud—the bruises reminded me of everyone I'd
survived with.

One step, then another. The water numbed me, but | trudged forward until | reached
the rock. In one quick, trembling movement, | leaned against it, first crouching before
slowly relaxing to sit on my heels and let the stone warm my feet again. Then | sat
still, the river whispering beneath me as if it held secrets that only it could
understand.

"You're far away from home," avoice called from behind.



| whipped my head around, startled. Standing on the riverbank was a woman |
recognized, the same woman 1'd seen the first day we moved here. Her long hair was
braided tightly and she held athick rope in her hands, leading a black horse. Its breath
misted in the cold air as it pawed the ground restlessly.

"I needed some fresh air," | said and swung my head back toward the river.

| could hear her approaching; the soft slapping of her horse's hooves in the shallows
announced their arrival.

"Y ou good?" she squeaked, short of sleep, it seemed, as she ran her hand gently over
the horse’ s mane as habit had undoubtedly taught her.

"Yeah," | said, quite quietly, exhaling only so that the word might take some of the
weight off me. Now | looked up, with quiet eyes watching her.

"Y ou know the woods can be dangerous, right?' she said, spitting something onto the
ground.

| nodded weakly and looked closer. Her hands were scarred, with round, rough-
skinned marks that told of a lifetime of hard work. She pulled a cigarette from her
pocket, lit it, and blew smoke into the air.

"It isimpolite to stare, " she caught me.

"I'm sorry," | said quickly, and my gaze shifted away as the cold rose to my cheeks.

“No, you're not," she said, the ghost of a smile playing on her lips. "But it's okay. I'm
usedto it."

"I didn't mean to," | said again and with more sincerity.



Her eyes snapped to mine, sharp and knowing. "Y ou apologize a lot, kid." She pulled
on the reins, releasing the stirrup of her boot as she swung herself onto her horse in
one smooth motion. The horse snorted and dismounted as she let it gallop slowly,
steadily across the riverbank.

"Y ou shouldn't,” she said, looking back at me.

"Thanks," | muttered as she passed, the words tumbling out before | could stop them.

Just as | had turned my head, her voice cut through the air once more, a little louder
thistime. "The woods get dark after five. Y ou should head out before then."

“I will," I lied, continuing to look out over the river. She didn't press the subject. Her
silhouette faded into the distance, horse and rider becoming a part of the forest until
they were well out of sight.

| sat and remained where | was, perched on the rock in the middle of the river, staring
into the crimson water that was only water, but still felt like something else.
Something waiting.

| stood in front of the woods, staring into their dark expanse. Ten minutes seemed to
be an eternity. With every blink, it was as if the trees stretched out wider, swallowing
the horizon whole. The sun dlid lower, its pale light fading as the shadows deepened.
The air grew keener, colder. It nipped at my skin and made me shiver.

"Thiswas a stupid idea,” | muttered to myself, my voice barely a whisper against the
wind.

Slowly, | got down from the rock. My bare feet hit the icy water, sending shivers
running like a thousand needles through my body. | closed my eyes and willed my
legs to move. Step by step, | made it to the riverbank where my shoes waited in the



snow, half-covered in frost. | crouched down, reaching for them—Hands.

Hands came from behind and grabbed me, yanking me back with such force | gasped.
"No," | breathed, my voice catching in my throat.

And then | heard them—the voices. Their voices. Familiar. Mocking. The two boys
from the woods two days ago. Josh and Vic. They were here. Waiting. Watching.
Like shadows that followed me every time | stepped into this cursed place.

"Let me go!" | shouted, wrenching my body to the side. But it was no use.

Vic, the taller of the two, was spinning me around like a rag doll and pushed me to
the ground. | went down hard, skinning my palms against snow and ice. His laughter
was cold and mirthless.

"We came to finish what we started,” he sneered, looking back at Josh.

| flailed around, reaching for one of my shoes, and | threw it with all my might. It hit
Josh with full force right in the chest.

"Bitch!" he snarled, doubling over for a moment.

| didn't wait. | turned and crawled, my hands raking at the frozen ground. My knees
plunged into snow, cold searing through, and yet | couldn't, wouldn't, stop.

A yank.
Vic had my ankle and was pulling backward. | hit the bottom with a dull thump,

screaming, and kicking wildly in every direction, but only he was the one who
laughed.



"Where you going?' he chided, tugging hard to draw me closer and closer to the
river.

"Vic, man, let's have some fun,” Josh said, his ginger hair catching the last light of the
dying sun. He stepped closer, his grin wide, his thumb scratching absently under his
nose.

"Thirsty?' he jeered.

Before | could do anything, much less let go, he stomped on my hand. It pinned
painfully into the mud and snow, the crunch of bone echoing in my ears, and |
screamed.

Then his hand was on the back of my head.

No.

The word never came out.

He shoved me. My face plunged into the river, the water racing over me, slamming
me with its coldness, and stealing my breath. | gasped. My mouth parted beneath the
surface, and immediately | inhaled mud and water. Red clouds swirled in front of me,
| was clawing blind, arms pinned, Josh's knee weighting into my wrist.

Panic roared in my chest. My body fought instinctively, jerking and trembling, but |
couldn't break free. My lungs were on fire. | screamed into the water, but no sound
came, only bubbles that popped and vanished. This is how | die. The thought
flickered in my mind while my limbs started weakening. He jerked me up then,
suddenly, just as suddenly as he started. My head broke the surface, and | gasped,
choking violently as my body heaved for air, water streaming from my nose and
mouth. The cold dliced through me, but | couldn't focus on anything more than



breathing.

Josh knelt in front of me, still grinning, asif this were agame.

"This is what you get when you scream like a bitch," he said, his voice keen with
cruel humor. He sniffled loudly, his thumb still jerking beneath his nose.

| wanted to fight. | wanted to scream. And my body didn't want to listen; my limbs
were heavy and numb as my sight swam.

"Doit," | heard Josh say in a low, eager voice. "We'l blame it on the serial killer.
They'll believeit."

The words jolted through me like ice. | felt Vic's hands on me, yanking me backward
across the snow. My arms were wrenched above my head, my body too weak to
resist.

"Vic, doit!" Josh barked.

Vic straddled my arms, the weight of his body pinning me to the ground, pressing me
like prey.

"We just want to warm you up,” he laughed, the tone twisted and mocking.

| felt the tug at my coat, peeling away into shreds of fabric as his cold and wrong
hands moved with precision to touch areas of my skin that created a very real, rather
fera burn in places deep inside. A scream built up in my throat, and though | shook
from its intensity, still | could not force my voice past a quaked whisper. My jeans
did, the chill in the winter air outside nibbled with icy morsels at my lower skin.

| squeezed my eyes shut. Darkness. | greeted it. | don't want to watch. | felt myself



dipping, faling into a void where the cold couldn't reach me, where their laughter
couldn't follow. Just for amoment, | let go. For a moment, | was gone. Today, | had a
reason to live. But now, | had another reason to die.
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SNOWMAN

Every step | took crunched the snow, gnawing at the promise I'd made to her: | will
find you. It was like a scratched record, just a line running in my head. A promise
that, at its core, was a blade digging deep with every minute she wasn't here. Taking
her away, disappearing together, and escaping al thisjust lingered in my brain like a
far-off dream of a happy ending. But | wasn't entitled to happy endings. People like
me did not get to escape quite so easily.

| had walked in circles for what felt like several hours, her trace every time slipping
through my fingers. With every blink of my eye, the woods stretched a bit wider, the
sun was amost swallowed by the oncoming night. The cold wind whirled through the
trees and cut through my sweatshirt, chilling me to my bones.

Then | heard them.

Laughter. Distant, familiar, two voices carried the breeze like a curse. My body froze;
my instinct kicked in, and | ducked behind awide tree.

Josh and Vic.

The same ghosts haunting me two days ago, here they were again. Following.
Waiting. Always waiting.

"We finished what we started,” the words seemed to ring within my head in Josh's



voice, cold and cutting.

| was only a few meters away from my kill kit. I'd buried four of them around these
woods, always ready, always prepared, but for now, | just remained hidden, watching.

"Man, she was good," Josh said, shoving Vic as they stumbled along; their laughter
was sharp, grating. Josh was the chief of police's son, Jan Johansson's golden boy , or
so everybody acted. Wherever he went, trouble trailed behind him and his daddy
wiped it clean: rehab, dead friends, assault charges—all covered, dismissed,
forgotten.

Vic had been different, once . A coroner's son, quiet, a kid who never knew better but
followed al the rules. And Josh had pulled him down with him deeper and deeper
into that hole until the town, too small where everyone knew everybody without
knowing athing at all, was whispering and telling legends only.

Legends like N2kken , the spirit said to rise from the crimson river, stealing loved
ones into the dark. People here believed in those tales. They believed snow brought
new beginnings. But | knew better. This town wasn't blessed. It was cursed. And |
belonged to it as much as the darkness did.

The papers had taken to calling me Snowman for months now. Their headlines
screamed ‘fear,' but all they knew was a smidge of the truth. | killed with no intention
of making any snowmen, just buried monsters who came cloaked in plain skin. At
one point or another in my life, | had vowed that | wouldn't ever be like him, my
father, but | hunted people such as him; people should make sure legends remained in
the literature and evil rotted six feet under.

| shifted, and my breath steadied, as Josh and Vic, too stoned to take notice, passed
by me. A gut feeling told me to head toward where they'd come from. | followed, my
footsteps slow, and cautious, the woods quieting around me as | moved further from



them.

Then, suddenly | heard theriver.

It was a familiar sound, constant, louder as | approached, but another thing drew my
attention.

A coat of red color.

It lay crumpled in the snow near the riverbank.

My chest tightened, the panic swirling inside me like a vortex. | was running. My
breathing was fast and hard, and my heart hammered so loudly in my earsthat | could
barely hear the rush of the water. | reached her and fell on my knees, touching her
pale, numb face with shaking hands.

"Bree...," | whispered, my voice cracking.

She was so till, her skin cold. | pressed two fingers against her neck and searched for
apulse. It was faint, so faint that | might have sworn that | had imagined it. The jeans
were halfway off, the white sweater stained with dirt; the red coat was unzipped,

gaping open in asilent scream.

My teeth ground together, my jaw aching with the anger flooding through me. My
fists curled, and for a moment, all | could see was red, the kind that filled rivers.

| carefully worked my arms under her fragile body and lifted her into my chest. She
didn't stir; her head fell limply against me.

"I've got you," | whispered, though | wasn't sure who | was reassuring, her or myself.



The run back to the cottage felt endless. The world blurred, a rush of branches and
snow as my boots pounded the ground. She was weightless in my arms, and that
terrified me. Her body didn't fight. It didn't feel like hers anymore.

By the time the cottage came into view, my breath was ragged, my pulse racing. |
stumbled onto the porch, fumbling for the key in my pocket, almost dropping it in an
attempt to unlock the door.

"Come on, come on," | muttered, growling under my breath as my fingers shook.

Finally, the lock clicked, and | pushed inside, kicking the door shut behind me. |
carried her to the bed, setting her down gently. Without hesitation, my hand plunged
once more into her neck as | searched for that faint beat of life.

It's still there, barely, but it would do. | slapped the heels of my fists onto her chest,
bringing it all to an end. "C'mon, Bree," | gritted out, voice cracking. "Fucking fight."

| pressed my fists into her chest rhythmically, relentlessly, until finally, her body
contorted and she gasped in air. The sound was weak and fractured, but there. |
exhaled loudly, my hands trembling, as | sat back a moment staring at her. She was
alive. Bardly, but alive.

| didn't waste another second, yanking my black sweater from the hook by the door
and turning back to her. Her bright red coat was soaked and heavy; it clung to her. |
tugged it off her carefully, the zipper scraping, letting my hands move through it.
Then her sweater, her jeans—cold, wet, stuck against her skin like some dark, damp
shroud. | left her in underwear now, her body shuddering hard, her lips purpled. She
lay before me so white, so small.

| didn't like the fragile image of her that lay in front of me.



| slipped my sweater over her head; it was on her, yet still clung loosely around her. |
gathered her gently together, pulling her up towards the top of the bed, and wrapped
her up in the thick blanket up to her neck, trying to get warmth in her body. Her
breathing was shallow but steady now. That was good enough.

"Who did this to you?' | whispered, my voice low, and angry, and | didn't even try
concealing it. | lowered myself onto the edge of the bed and locked my eyes right on
her face, paler than the snow outside. Her lips were purple, that ugly color, a shade |
hated to see on her.

| had seen it before, far too many times. Twenty-six times to be precise. | knew that
color, that cold, that fragility. On her, though, my stomach churned over. My jaw
stiffened, and | found myself looking away, commanding my breathing to steady
itself.

She'd crawled beneath my skin, slipped inside like athorn, and had become so deeply
embedded that pulling her out would have meant blood and pain. Without warning,
without rhyme or reason. It wasn't supposed to happen. Not to me. Maybe it was fate,
maybe some cruel joke, or maybe someone somewhere had finally figured out how to
punish me for what 1'd done.

And yet, here she was. The answer to questions | didn't even know | was asking. How
could someone like me, someone who took lives without hesitation, care about hers?
Care so much it made me mad? I'd thought | was hollow, numb to everything, to
everyone. And yet, here she was, melting the frost 1'd been carrying in my chest for
years.

| loathed it. And | required it. | stood, walking slowly toward the window. The woods
beyond had grown dark again, stretching the shadows between trees in wide veins of
blackness. | tugged on the blinds in a single, fluid motion, cutting off the view.
Turning around, | turned on the tiny lamp on the nightstand beside my bed. Delicate



and airy, it cast across the room aweak veil.

| looked at her one more time, her breathing in short, shallow gasps, her chest rising
and falling softly with each intake of air under the blanket. She was safe for now.

| turned and dlipped out of the room, shutting the door softly behind me. | leaned
against the doorframe, my hands coming up to bury into my face. My breath came
heavy.

It was her.

I'd never felt this, not like this. Not knowing what thiswas at al, all | knew was that
she made me feel alivein away | never wanted to be.

She made me want to tear off the mask I'd spent years perfecting of the killer, of the
monster, of the Snowman. For her, | wanted to be more, someone normal. A man
who could take care of her. A man she deserved.

| had never felt so defeated in my entire life. Hours passed, and yet she didn't wake.
Her breaths were shallow, her body unmoving, a pale ghost of herself. | couldn't bear
it any longer. | carried her to the hospital.

Inside, the fluorescent lights above me buzzed cold as | spoke with the nurse at the
front desk. | lied. | told them | found her on the road, lying there alone. A nameless
Jane Doe .

| said | didn't know her, just that I'd seen her around town before. My voice was
steady, and practiced, the mask dlipping easily back into place, but underneath it, my

insides were twisting.

| stood in the waiting room, hands shoved deep into my pockets to keep them from



shaking. People came and went, families, children, nurses, all ghosting around me.
But | stood my ground, my eyes fixed on the door behind which they'd disappeared
with her, waiting for someone to say something, anything.

It wasn't until the doctor finally came out, his expression was grave.

"She was assaulted,” he told me, as though those words did not carry the whole world
upon their backs.

The room tilted, my heart dropping to my stomach as rage and grief joined in a storm
inside me. | bit hard into the inside of my cheek, the metallic sat of blood flooding
my mouth as | forced back my reaction. | couldn't scream. | couldn't break. But God,
| wanted to, to tear the walls down, to rip apart the whole damn town that had let this
happen to her.

It's my fault, the thought repeated, sharp as a blade. If | hadn't left her that night. If 1'd
found her sooner, just an hour earlier. If I'd been stronger, smarter, more in control.
She wouldn't be lying there in that sterile hospital room, alone, broken.

The guilt consumed me. For years, | had worn the mask of a killer who didn't feel, a
monster who buried his heart deep enough to forget it was ever there. But standing

here now, | was melting, breaking apart for agirl | had no right to care for.

She was just a stranger, a girl who shouldn't have mattered. And yet, in one touch,
one look, she had awoken something inside me | didn't think | still had.

Love. Kindness. Warmth.

Things this town had buried long ago, things that were dead inside me, all being dug
up anew.



| clenched my hands in my pockets and stared with a frown down at the hallway
where they pulled her. Her face danced in my head, fresh bruises, pale lips, the way
her body weight had felt so fragile in the circle of my arms when I'd lifted her: all
these still alive now in my memory.

| had let her down, and it was something that | was never going to forgive myself for.
| finally faced the glass doors of the hospital and stepped towards it, and outside,
through the window, snow fell in thick, heavy flakes. | stepped outside into the cold
air which bit my skin, yet | did not fed it.

| will makeit right, I whispered to myself, my breathing a cloud in the freezing air.

| will make them pay.
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| woke up five minutes ago in a sterile white room. The walls were blank and
expressed nothing. The steady beeps of the heart monitor rang in my ears like a cruel
reminder that | was ill alive. Every time | blinked, | was underwater again,
drowning, gasping for air that would never come. My chest felt tight, asif a brick sat
heavily against my ribs, pressing harder and harder until | thought my bones would
shatter.

And just like that, tears slid down my cheeks without permission, when | had no
control over my body. | could feel them yet—the hands, their welght—pressing down
upon me. | heard laughter, their haunting laughter that echoed around in my ears.
Their eyes, watching. Always watching.

| tugged the hard white blanket up to my chin, curling in on myself like | could
disappear beneath it. Shame burned inside me, spreading through every limb. |
wanted to tear away every piece of myself, to wash it al clean, but | couldn't even sit
up. | was trapped, broken porcelain scattered into a thousand pieces no one would
ever bother to pick up.

A soft knock broke the silence, but | didn't respond. Unwelcome guests came
anyway. The door creaked open, and through the window reflection, | saw two men
step into the room. My face was a mess. my cheeks were red and blotchy, and my lips
cracked and dry. My hair hung greasy and tangled around my face, curled from the
cold air outside. | was like a ghost, a shell of who | used to be.



"Bree," The voice was soft from behind; it came from Detective Thor Karlsson
sinking into his chair beside me, but all he could offer now was, "The doctors have
asked for us," as he added. He reached again toward my face, his brown eyes delving
for my own that refused to meet his gaze.

"This is my new partner, Isak Storm," he continued. "Perhaps you can tell us what
happened?”

| turned my head enough to be looking at Isak, and for one brief second, our eyes
met.

Blue. His eyes were blue.

My breath caught, and | dropped my stare to the blanket | gripped like alifeline.

No.

My mind whispered to itself, searching.

"Bree?' Thor said again, histone soft. "If you need time, we can come later."

| swalowed hard against the lump in my throat, forcing myself to tilt my head
dlightly. My eyes lingered on Isak now—Ilong enough to study him. Brown hair, tied
back neatly into a bun. Strong shoulders. A beard that framed a sharp jaw. He was
tall, solid—like all the men in this town.

But hiseyes... hisvoice...

Something about him made me search. | had only seen his eyes—the Snowman's

eyes—in flashes, but | carried them with me. Dark. Cold. And yet, | had imagined
warmth hidden just beneath.



"No," | finally managed to whisper. My voice was small but the word decisive. "It
was Josh and Vic."

Thor's eyes sharpened. "Josh Johansson and Victor Lundqvist?' His voice was
careful, even. "Are you sure?"

| nodded, my throat too tight to speak again. The names were out now, spoken into
existence. 1'd chosen to speak. | couldn't be silent anymore.

They exchanged a glance, a glance that twisted my stomach. They didn't write it
down; they didn't need to. It was as if voicing their names sealed something they
knew but rather did not acknowledge. Isak leaned in, sitting on the edge of my bed.
His blue eyes bored into mine, asif he searched for cracks, for lies.

"Sometimes we get confused," he said softly, his voice deep, almost too calm.

Of dl the things, it was his voice that shook me most of all, that deep timbre, so close
to his, Snowman's.

It can't be, | thought as my mind went racing, out of control.

Isak's gaze lingered a moment longer, heavy and unreadable, before Thor pulled him
back. "Isak, can you give us a moment?' Thor's voice was firm, brooking no
argument.

Isak stood slowly, watching me as he left the room. | tracked his movements out of
the corner of my eye. Broad shoulders. Heavy footsteps. He glanced back just once
before disappearing through the door. | exhaled a shaky breath, my hands clenching
the blanket tighter.

| wanted so badly for Snowman to be normal, be someone | could see in the daylight



and believe was kind.

Maybe that's why | continued to look, searching for parts of him in the features of
strangers. In every man who walked into my life, | searched for the monster who had
haunted my mind. Because if | could find him if he could be real, maybe | could fix
him.

But that was an illusion, and | had to wake up. | couldn't love akiller, couldn't love a
cop, and | had to find away to love myself first, but that part of me was gone, taken.

"Bree," Thor said softly, drawing me back. He leaned in closer, his voice low and
even. "Josh Johansson is the son of the chief of police. Are you sureit was him?"

My eyes dropped, but | nodded again, wordless.

Thor's thumb stroked across my chin, raising it so | had to look up at him. His face
was solemn, not cruel.

"I believe you," he said softly. "But they won't."

His words hung in the air, a weight | couldn't carry. | knew what he meant, and that
was this wasn't a town for people like me. It was for them, the Johanssons and the
Lundqgvists, those whose sins were buried under snow and silence. | swallowed hard,
the tears threatening to spill again at the echo of Thor's words in my head. "They
won't believe you."

But | had spoken. For thefirst time, | had spoken. And that would have to be enough.
| turned my head to one side, a tear welling silently down my face. "All my life I've

been silent, and now, when | do finally speak up, you are telling me to keep my
mouth shut."



"No," Thor said, crouching down beside me. His voice was soft, and steady, meant to
comfort me, but it didn't reach me. "l want you to tell me everything."

| stared at him through the blur of tears. How can | ever trust anyone now? The
guestion screamed in my head, much louder than his words.

My mouth opened; my lips were trembling, but before words could pour out, the
creak of the door opening distracted me.

A man with ginger hair stepped in. Instinctively, my body went numb.

"I heard there was some sort of emergency,” the man said, amost too casual to the
point of light. He faced Thor, without giving any attention to me, "Could you call the
doctor, detective?'

Thor's jaw clenched, his fists curling at his sides. He looked once at me; his face was
unreadable. Then he turned and walked out of the room. | watched him go, feeling a
pit form in my stomach.

The man approached me, his movements slow. He sat down beside the bed, too close.

"Pretty," he murmured, reaching for a lock of my hair. His fingers curled it around
lazily, playing with it as though it were nothing but a toy. "I spoke to the doctor
earlier," he said, his voice low, aimost kind. "He said nothing happened.”

"But it did happen,” | choked out, my voice cracking. Tears streamed down my face
again, hot and relentless.

"No one will believe you," he whispered, leaning closer. His lips curled wryly and his
eyes narrowed to blue slivers. Then he winked like it was some kind of joke | was
supposed to laugh at.



| shrank back, further and further against the mattress as though to squeeze into its
fibers and never come out again. | was shaking all over.

Make him leave. Somebody, make him |eave.
Thor returned, the doctor following close on his hedls holding a clipboard, which he
barely looked at despite my presence in the main attraction. He didn't even look at

me, he didn't want to.

"Johansson." He greeted cheerfully, shaking his hand like this was such a casual,
friendly. "Pleasure."

| glared at the doctor as he strode closer to my bed. "Miss here fell and hit her head,"
he said, continuing to flip through the chart. "She may have a concussion. We're still
running checks, but that's al it is."

"No!" | shouted my voice raw desperate. "Y ou're wrong! That's not what happened!"
The doctor had turned his back to me asif | wasn't in the same room.

"I think this is a very troubled young lady who needs care,” he said smoothly,
ushering Johansson out the door. The man turned once to look back at me; that sick

smirk still plastered on his face as he disappeared into the hallway.

Thor stood still for a moment, his face unreadable again. When he finally approached
the bed, | tried speaking, trying to make him hear me. "Thor, please—"

“I'm sorry,” he said quietly, cutting me off. "But there's nothing we can do."

He turned his back and walked away. My chest ached, and the anger bubbled up from
deep in me. My hand reached instinctively for the pillow beneath my head, and |



threw it with as much force as | could muster. It hit the back of his head and bounded
to the floor. He didn't stop. He didn't turn around. He kept on walking, disappearing
out the door like everyone else had.

| felt empty like | had nothing left inside. No one cares, | thought bitterly. Not even
him.

Isak leaned and picked up the pillow. He set it gently on the bed beside me, his
fingers brushing the blanket. His eyes were steady as he leaned closer, voice low. "I'll
teach them alesson," he whispered. "l promise.”

| swung to him then, my face wet with tears. My voice was shaking; the words came
out in broken bits. "I want them dead. All of them."

His palm touched briefly on my arm, an almost reassuring squeeze before standing.
He said nothing further, only turned and walked out of the room. | curled onto my
side, tugging the blanket up to my chin asif it could protect me from the world.

The tears didn't stop, but when a person becomes too tired, they no longer fight them
back. | squeezed my eyes shut and let the sobs shake through me as silently as |
could. I was back in the circle again, the one | couldn't seem to get out of.

The endless loop of bad luck, of pain, of voices| couldn't silence.

Lifeishell, | thought. And | don't know how to stop it.

Every time | closed my eyes, it was the same. The same hands, the same laughter, the
same icy water pulling me under. This time, the steps were soft, light as whispersin
the quiet of the room. | could hear them coming, heard them stop. | held my breath,
pretending to be asleep, curled up small enough to disappear. The steps remained
dragging. Then, finally, they faced and faded away, leaving me to my tears and the



weight of everything | could not escape.
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ELEVEN
SNOWMAN

| wished for a clock that could turn back time. | wished for someone to pull me out of
the present and take me back to the past. Back to when she wasn't broken, back to a
time before her pain began. | wished | could erase every scar printed onto her body
and soul, leaving nothing but her—whole and untouched.

Regret is the heaviest burden a man will ever carry, a shadow that lengthens with
each passing day until all that's left is taken. And with regrets, sorrow, a trickle
turning into aflood till everything's drowned and none isleft but darkness.

But | wouldn't live with regret. | couldn't. | didn't have a clock to turn back the time,
nor someone to carry me into the past. All | had was what | knew best: an axe, a
knife, and a gun.

| couldn't erase what had been done to her. | couldn't fix her fractured heart, her
fragile soul. But | could make sure no one ever laid a hand on her again.

| zipped up the dark blue nylon suit and felt it cling to my body like a second skin. In
my hand, | held the faceless plastic mask that had become my identity. It stared back
at me, blank and cold. | stood in front of the mirror, but all that stared back was
emptiness, just a hollow man with a hollow face.

On the counter beside me lay the local newspaper. The front page showed a picture of
an Asian reporter standing outside my last victim's house, a microphone clutched



tightly in her hand. The headline screamed in bold, black letters: "Snowman Hunts
Again.". They pressed heavily upon my chest, so real. | had once hoped to save this
town, to rid it of its corruption and decay. But evil within people cannot be cleansed,
no more than a disease can be healed. You can hide it or remove the tumor, trying to
drown it, but it will always resurface, wearing a new face. And | was tired. Tired of
chasing shadows, tired of wearing this mask, tired of the cold that seeped in through
my bones and turned me into what | was. An ice monster.

But | couldn't stop. Not now. Not when she was still hurting. Not when they were still
out there. | knew where they hid, where they skulked in, the places they thought made
them untouchable. | would find them. | would make them suffer for every bruise,
every scar they left on her body and soul.

They thought they could take her away from me, hurt her, and simply walk away. But
they were wrong. This wasn't about justice. This wasn't about the town or headlines
or the mask.

Thiswas about her. And they would pay for all of it.

The fog hung heavy over the woods, curling around the trees like ghostly fingers.
Each step | made, had a reason behind it. And as the crunch in the snow beneath my
feet had been muffled under that dense air, the axe swung low in my hand, chafing a
thin cut across the snow.

Their laughter, ahead, cut like razor-sharp edges, so cruel and careless. Not loud
enough to hide where they were. They lay by the river, in the very same spot where
she was, mocking and joking about it, reliving a night they had gotten away with.

Something inside me clicked off. Like a distant switch that flipped and everything
became cold, focused.



| moved closer, as quiet as the fog itself. Their voices sharpened, distinct now; Josh's
lazy drawl; Vic's nervous titters, following on as he always did.

As soon as | was near enough for them to make me out through the haze, | swung the
axe down into the snow, the sound cracked like a shot.

"Good evening, boys," | said. "Ready to die?"'

Josh lay on his back, hands behind his head, and didn't even bother opening his eyes.
"Y eah, man, whatever," he mumbled, his cocky smirk carved into his face.

But Vic wasn't quite that calm. He moved himself up into a seated position, his eyes
wide as they darted between me and Josh. His voice cracked as he slapped his chest.

“It's... it's S S Snowman!" he shouted, scrambling to his feet. He tripped over his
own boots, went face-first into the snow, but then clawed hisway to his feet.

"Fuck," Josh cursed, finally snapping out of his trance. In an instant, he got upright,
the laziness gone from his poise. He didn't glance back at Vic as he took off running
toward theriver.

"Well isn't this going to be amusing,” | said out loud as | watched Vic try to stumble
after him.

| raised the axe and was off, running with steady, sure steps as adrenaline coursed
through me like wildfire. The icy water of the river splashed against my boots; |
barely felt the cold. My heart pounded hard in my chest, matching the frantic rhythm
of their footsteps crashing through the woods.

The fog thickened, curling around the darker part of the forest where the trees stood
higher, their branches clawing for the sky. | followed the sounds of their movements,



their panicked breathing, frantic steps.

Vic didn't get very far. He fell behind atree, pressing himself against the ground like
some sort of animal that was afraid. His tall body stuck out awkwardly, his feet
poking out from the shadow of the tree. He thought he was hidden.

He wasn't. | circled silently, moving behind the same tree he cowered against. The
fog wrapped itself around me, masking my presence until | was a single breath away.

| hunched low and leaned close enough to him to hear his ragged, shallow breathing.

"Oh shiny, swingy axe," | softly sang, the words dipping from my mouth like a
lullaby.

| swung the axe in the air, the blade whistling on and on before it bit into the bark of
the tree just inches from his head.

"Went chopping through the woods," | went on, my voice low.

Vic screamed, his body trembling as he pressed himself harder against the tree.
"Down came the chips..." | pulled the axe free, letting it slice through the air again.
This time, | buried it in the root of the tree just beside his foot. "...as the tiny dick

bitch in front of me stood.”

| laughed then, sharp and cutting, as his wide eyes, teary with unshed tears darted to
the blade. It was awhole body stutter before he slumped forward, unconscious.

"Pff, coward,” | grumbled.

| reached down, hoisting his limp body onto my back with a grunt. Compared to the
satisfaction flooding me, his weight was close to nothing. The axe hung loosely in my



other hand as | started to walk. The woods darkened the farther north | went, and the
river's sound faded behind me. | had to move ahead, where my kill kit was buried.

| heard behind me the soft crunch of footsteps and dropped him roughly to the
ground, turning toward the rock where Josh was hiding. A panicked uneven breathing
was now giving him away. | inched forward, my movement slow, surrounded by the
fog.

He saw me before | was close enough, turned, and ran, his feet pounding the snow.
| chased after him, the cold air burning my lungs. He was faster than | had expected,
his panic giving him speed. But adrenaline coursed through me, sharpening my focus,

| leaped, tackling him to the ground.

"What's up?' | said as | pinned him beneath me. His wide, terrified eyes met mine,
and | couldn't resist. "You like my body on top of yours, you little slut ?"

His face went crimson, his lips trembling, and then | felt something warm and wet
spreading beneath him.

"Seriously?' | muttered, rolling my eyes. Josh had pissed himself, and the wet stain
on my suit was growing cold. "Y ou couldn't hold it for five minutes?"

His only response was a desperate, guttural sound as | punched his face. The
satisfying crack of impact silenced him, and his body went limp beneath me.

Scooping him up, | slung his unconscious body over my shoulder and carried him
back to where Vic till lay stretched in the snow. My irritation grew as the cold wet

spot from Josh's piss soaked through my suit, raising a shiver.

| dropped him beside Vic, both of them lifeless like a pile in the snow. | snatched up



his shirt, yanking him out of it and quickly tearing it into strips. | used the fabric to
bind their legs together, pulling it tight, making sure they couldn’t escape. Grabbing
the loose end, | trudged forward through the snow, dragging their bodies behind me.

The sound of their weight sliding over the ground, scraping against branches and
rocks, was like a pleasing melody to my ears.

Five minutes. That's what separated us from the spot where | hid the kill kit .
As groggy voices began to return, their screams mingled with the crunch of snow.
They were clawing at branches, trying to break themselves, but it was pointless.

Every scratch, every bruise—they would feel it al.

"My dad's the chief of police!" Josh yelled, desperation cracking hisvoice. "You'll rot
in prison for this!"

| stopped abruptly, the shirt pulling tight in my hand. | turned more slowly, letting
their bound legs fall to the ground.

Josh, motivated by the pause, tried again. "That's right,” he spat, his voice rising.
"Y ou better untie us now!"

| crouched down, and with slow motions, | leaned forward and untied his legs. He
stood up, then, brushing the snow away from his pants.

"Who's scared now, huh?' he sneered, his grin wide.

| said nothing. | merely kicked the snow aside with my boot, revealing a box buried
beneath. His smile faded as | pulled it out and opened it.

"You," | growled.



His confidence shattered, and he struggled to his feet to run, but | was faster,
slamming him back to the ground. Vic fainted again, his body going limp.

| pulled out an injection of epinephrine from the box. Adrenaline was the perfect fuel
for pain. | rammed the needle into Josh's arm, his eyes jerking as his body twitched
when the medicine hit.

"You will feel it all,” | camly said as | tied his hands behind him and strapped arope
tightly around hiswaist.

Throwing the rope over a thick branch, | pulled, hoisting his body just high enough
that his toes barely brushed the ground. He struggled, twisting and turning, but the
adrenaline coursing through his veins made his fear more visible to my eyes.

| turned to Vic, repeating the process, injecting him with the remaining dose.
Immediately, his eyes snapped open, wild with terror, and | tied him up, leaving him
on the ground for now.

"W-what are you going to do?' Vic stuttered, his voice shaking.

"I'm going to make you pay," | said, my tone icy, with no emotion. The white plastic
mask reflected the faint light on my face, | was like a ghost, searching through my

tools.

| pulled out a small hunting knife from the toolbox, its blade sharp and shiny. | just
tuned Josh out as he came near, begging and promising me money and connections.

"Stop crying like a bitch," | told him, slicing his shirt down the middle and pulling it
off.

"Let's start with an R," | muttered, laying the blade against his chest. He screamed as



| cut into his skin, the letter welling with blood down his torso.

"A...," | went on, the knife digging deeper, "P... I... S... T."

His screams echoed through the trees. His chest heaved as | stepped back to admire
my work. "Now," | said, my voice low, "let's take care of the rest."

| unbuttoned his trousers and couldn't help a smile as | saw his shriveled, pathetic
attempt at masculinity.

"I have a better idea," | whispered, my voice little more than a murmur. | left him
hanging in confusion and turned to Vic.

| leaned out, snatching the rope tied to his middle, my fingers clamping down on it
and tugging him upright. His feet stutter-stepped as he struggled to find his balance
while his eyes went large, frantically wide.

"Y ou're going to take your fist," | said, "and shoveit in hisass." | laid my palm on his
shoulder, steadying him, feeling the fine trembling of his body.

"N-No," he stuttered, his voice breaking as he shrank back. Disgusted, his face
screwed up, a deep furrow forming between his brows, and he shook his head
violently, taking afew backward steps.

"I might let you go," | said with avery slow, taunting grin, "might."

He froze, his body rigid. The bark of the tree met his back, he was trapped, and |
closed the gap between us. Without hesitation, | grabbed his wrist, yanking his hand
toward me, and began unrolling his sleeve, exposing his bare skin up to the elbow.
His pulse thudded beneath my fingers.



"No, please," he cried, his voice breaking, desperate. But | didn't respond to his
pleas—just as they had ignored hers.

| yanked him forward, dragging him toward Josh, the tension in the air thick with
fear. Both of them screamed for help, their voices raw with panic, but the sound was

swallowed by the dense trees around us, vanishing into the woods.

| pulled down his trousers, diding them down his hips, his body stiff with resistance.
His ass cheeks clenched together, his breathing rapid and shallow.

"Y ou wouldn't," he whimpered, but there was no hesitation in my movements.

| couldn't bring myself to care anymore—not when they had never cared about her.

"Spitonit!" | barked.

Vic froze, his body stiff, afear running down his spine, but | wasn't done. | leaned in
closer, my gaze never leaving him, my words just achallenge. "It hasto slidein."

He shook his head again, his face contorted in disbelief, refusing to give way. | drew
my knife from its sheath, pressing its cold steel against the skin of his neck. The sharp
edge bit into him just enough to send a shudder through his body.

"Doit," | ordered.

His willpower shattered like glass as he slowly, with his trembling hands, parted the
cheeks of Josh's ass in ragged breaths.

"No, man, no!" Josh yelled but Vic didn't hesitate. His fingers stirred, trembling,
desperate to obey.



| leaned in, a cold smirk curling on my lips. "Treat him like a dlut,” | said, my tone
flat, "the way you did that girl before; give him the same treatment.”

His face contorted in distaste as he moved, his actions driven by something he
couldn't suppress. Josh's screams echoed through the night, his voice cracking with a
mix of pain and fear. Then, together, they cried—two broken sounds that filled the air
with desperation.

"How does it feel?' | asked coldly. "Do you fed like you are nothing?" | pressed the
blade to his neck, digging the sharp metal into his skin just enough to remind him of
my control. "Do you regret it now?"

Their bodies were shaking, caught in arhythm of violence neither one wanted to be a
part of. | watched them, the raw emotion in their eyestelling a story of helplessness.

But even as Vic struggled, Josh's body betrayed him, reacting in ways he could not
hide. My anger flared like a fire in my chest. | stepped closer to him, my presence
suffocating, every inch of me radiating rage.

"Y ou think you arein control?' | raised my voice. "Pathetic."

Anger surged within me, more intense than ever before. | used to take my time,
letting them suffer slowly, but with this, all | wanted was for them to pay—so | could
rush back into her arms. | needed to be with her, at that very moment. To comfort her.
To show her that not all men are the same.

My hand was firm, gripping the knife tightly as it stabbed into his flesh, dicing
through his cock as coldly as if it were just a branch standing over him. The scream
that tore from his throat echoed through the silence of the night, piercing and harsh,
sending ripples through the forest. Far away, crows and owls, startled from their
sleep, flew into the sky, their wings beating the air in a frantic escape from the chaos



happening below them.

His severed cock fell to the ground, penetrating deep into the snow as blood ran down
his inner thighs. Now, watching him trying to breathe, screaming, closing his eyes, |
could tell he had paid and would not do it again, ever again.

| stepped back toward Vic, shoving his shaking body away as he sobbed, tears
streaming down his face. My grip on him was heavy, and with one hard pull, |
yanked him aside, pulling him before Josh. And when he finally saw the humiliation
laid out before him, a feral scream ripped from his throat. His body tensed, and as |
pulled tight on the rope he crumpled to the ground. Fear and disgust hung in the air,
heavy with him, the noxious stain of blood that had seeped into the ground in front of
him tearing at his eyes, which now looked only at the severed cock in the white snow.

| picked up the cock that was on the ground, shoving it deep into his mouth, even
though his lips were tightly closed, pushing away the dead flesh on them.

He gagged as it filled his mouth, but | didn't care, | flung him against the bent bark,
wrapping his arms with the rope and tying knots as the weight of my fury tightened.
The rage ran wild inside me, pure and merciless, and the memories of what they'd
done to her surged anew, setting fire to my blood. Every part of my body screamed
for revenge, to feel that one helpless moment that she had felt.

| wanted them to disappear, to take them out of existence until their actions were a
whisper, lost in the winds of time. My hands clenched, shaking with the hunger for

justice, for the blood of those who had caused so much pain to her.

| stripped him of his clothes, the cold night air biting against his skin, adding to his
torture. His eyes were wide, full of fear, but | couldn't bring myself to care.

| turned and walked away, the thud of my boots echoing through the stillness of the



woods. | was at the edge of the clearing when | saw the axe. | gripped the handle
tightly, knowing that when | returned, the moment would come when they would
finaly learn the price they had to pay.
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TWELVE
brEg
16 YEARS OLD

| never went to school. | never had afriend. My world was small, just my family and
Mel. That summer, though, something shifted. For the first time in what felt like
forever, we convinced our parents to let us go to the beach alone. They were always
So overprotective, they always wanted us close, aways within arm's reach, as though
letting us go too far might shatter something fragile. We thought it was love, a
strange kind that they didn't show but couldn't et go of.

The still morning was suddenly bursting into sound. It was barely six, the kind of
early where you felt the world was stuck in a dream. An aged Greek, his raspy voice
suddenly shattered the quiet outside, yelling out beneath our window.

"Fresh cherries! Sweet, fresh, buy!" And his voice boomed louder and louder,
breaking through the morning fogginess.

"We don't want your damn cherriesl Go away!" Mel shouted, leaning out the
window. She turned to me, grinning, alaugh bubbling from her chest as she collapsed
onto the bed.

"Malakal" the man barked, shuffling off with a glare, his muttered curses fading as he
went.



"You really pissed him off," | said, biting my own laugh back.

Mel looked at me, her face softening into that knowing gaze she always wore, the
look that made her seem so much older than fourteen. She was aways the wise one,
seeing through the world's little tricks when | clung too closely to the stories told to
me, trusting too much by half.

She wordlessly crawled to her bed and pulled something from underneath the
mattress. The glossy magazine she had taken when Mom wasn't looking. She flipped
it open to a page with amodel draped across a page in his underwear.

"This," Médl said, poking her finger at the picture, "this is why were going to the
beach alone today." She gave me awicked grin. "And don't give me that saint look."

| tried to keep a straight face, but a giggle managed to sneak out. "Y ou think anyone
will even notice us?'

Mel didn't answer right away, instead tugging my hand to pull me to my feet and
spinning us toward the mirror on the old wardrobe. The reflection showed two girls
caught in a moment, dark blonde hair falling wild around her face, my lighter locks
brushing my shoulders. She rested her chin on my shoulder, her eyes following mine.

"Areyou kidding?' she whispered, "Look at you. Y ou're fucking beautiful ."

Her words hit me, and | turned to her, wrapping her in a tight hug. "I fucking love
you, you know that, don't you?"' | murmured against her hair.

"And | love you, malaka, " she said, giggling, the word spilling from her mouth.
"Even though | have no ideawhat it means.”

She pulled back and spun us to face the mirror again, her hands clamping down on



my shoulders. "This is our year. No more locked doors. No more rules. Just us, and
maybe some of those gorgeous men out there."

Her squeal of excitement echoed through the room, her hands clapping together as
she bounced on her toes. For the first time, | let myself believe her. Maybe this really
could be our year.

The beach was supposed to feel like freedom, but it didn't. Not with our parents at the
bar above, watching us from their shaded perch in case we disappeared if they
happened to look away.

"Minors need supervision,” Dad told us before we left. Their rules clung to us, every
step we made.

Mel didn’t seem to mind. Lying on her towel, her arms outstretched, seeking the sun,
her skin already a deep pink. But she didn’t move, she lay there, and her body needed
to fed it, to leave amark on it. All | could do was sit and wait, let the rhythms of the
seasway me, likeamelody | couldn’t help but hum.

| stood and wandered toward the shore, my feet falling onto the hot sand, and eyes
searching smooth cool rocks at the edge of waves. Restless, the sea was crashing into
rocks, sending sprays of salt water upwards, through the air. | let mist stay on my skin
asit settled from it, closing my eyesto the roaring sound of the ocean.

When | opened them, | wasn't alone.

A woman was standing there, leaning on rocks with the shimmering sea acting as a
backdrop, her blonde hair pulled back into some sort of ponytail. She wore sunglasses
propped high on her head. Her eyes caught mine, an odd feeling of being stuck in her
cool blue-eyed stare. She seemed strange to me, familiar and at once unattainable,
like a momentarily forgotten dream.



She took a step closer, again not very sure if she should approach. Her gaze did not
waver, nor did it shift to another place. My chest tightened a little because | did not
know what to do, whether to leave or stay when she suddenly spoke. "Zara?"'

Her voice had cracked and was barely more than a whisper. Then louder, with rising
desperation, "Zara, is that you?"

| froze.

The name hit me like an unexpected cold wave. | turned slightly, looking behind me,
certain she was talking to someone else. But when | looked back, her eyes hadn't |eft
me.

She took another step closer, then another, her pace quickening. Something, hope, lit
up her face. Before | could say a word, her arms wrapped around me in a tight
embrace.

"Zaral" she sobbed. "Oh, Zara, mommy found you!"

| stiffened, my breath catching in my throat. "I'm not Zara," | managed to say, my
voice shaking. "You've got the wrong person.”

But she didn't let go. Tears streamed down her face as she clung to me, her grip
tightening. "Mommy found you," she repeated, words tumbling out like a plea as if
she could make them true if she only said them enough.

| tried to pull back, panic rising in my chest. The desperation in her voice made me
want to comfort her, but | couldn't. From the corner of my eye, | saw Dad. He was

coming down the stairs from the bar, his strides long, fast, his face dark with anger.

In an instant, he was beside me. He pulled my arm, whirled me behind him, and



stepped between the woman and me. "Leave her alone!” he shouted, his voice edged,
a cutting sound.

The woman took a step back but refused to leave. Her face twisted in anger. Lashing
out, she struck the side of his face, leaving ared trail of her palm behind. "Y ou won't
take Zara away from me!" she shouted. "Not again!”

| saw Mel running towards us, her bare feet kicking sand. She stopped beside me, her
eyes going back and forth between Dad and the woman. "What the hell is
happening?' she whispered, her voice low but urgent.

"I don't know," | whispered, the loudness of my heartbeat muddling my words. |
turned back to the woman, who by now had streaks running down her face, her chest
heaving as she stared at me like the answer to a question that only she knew. "I'm not

Zaral" | yelled louder than | intended. "My nameis Bree!"

Mel snorted, breaking the tension with a half-laugh. "Y ou're a magnet for lunatics,”
she murmured in ateasing voice, holding her hand tightly in mine, pulling me away.

Mom was waiting for us at the bar, sitting under the shade of her wide-brimmed hat.
She didn't even look up as we approached. Instead, she sipped her drink, as though
nothing in the world could disturb her peace.

"What happened?" she asked coolly, her sunglasses reflecting the late morning sun.
"Some woman attacked Bree," Mel said, her voice light, free of the weight of it all.

Mom lowered her sunglasses enough to see me. "Are you okay?' she asked, softer.

"Yeah," | said, sinking into a chair beside her. My voice felt small and shaky. "She
thought | was someone named Zara."



"Zara?' Mom repeated, her lips curling into afaint smile. Then she laughed—a quiet,
dismissive laugh. "Well, that's a new one."

| forced a laugh, too, but it felt fragile like it might crack under its own weight.
"Yeah. Itis."

Mom smiled, then set her drink down and stood. "Let's go home," she said, adjusting
her hat with a careless flick of her hand. But as she turned away, | could have sworn |
heard her murmur, soft asthe breeze. "Zara..."

| looked at Mel, trying to read her face for some sign of what she was thinking, but
she didn't give anything away. It was just one of those moments that was too weighty,
too weird to talk about.

The walk home was overbearingly quiet. Neither of us said a word. The only sounds
were the dull slap of our sandals against the ground and the distant hum of waves
breaking upon the shore. Every step was like stretching time and by the time we
reached the apartment door, my chest was tight, still, | couldn't say athing.

Mom turned the moment we stepped inside. Her eyes were sharp, her posture tense,
like she already knew something had gone wrong.

"There are people out there," she started, her voice wasn't rising above low. "People
who will never mean well, people who want to hurt you."

She took another step closer, her hand rising to rest against my cheek then Mel's, the
touch was soft though the words weighed as rocks upon both of us.

"Now you understand why your dad and | are trying so hard to protect you," she said,
turned, calling us upstairs without waiting for the response.



We were halfway up the stairs when the front door burst open, the force of it
slamming against the wall. The sound made us all jump, and we turned to see Dad
standing in the doorway. His face was scratched, and his chest heaved as though he'd
been running. There was something wild in his eyes, something that made my
stomach drop.

"We're leaving," he said, hisvoice raw. "Pack your things. We're leaving. Now."

The room was silent. Mom didn't ask why, didn't argue. She didn't even flinch. Her
lips pressed into atight line, and she gave a single, curt nod.

And that was al. Another trip cut short, another frantic, frenzied scramble to get
packed up and go with no answers. It was always that way—his way, or no way. No
explanations, no warnings. Just the command to go. | hated it, that feeling of
powerlessness. What could | do?

We never had choices. We did what we were told, swept along in the storm of his
decisions.

PRESENT DAY

A few minutes earlier, | had told the doctor my name, the same doctor who had failed
to protect me from the police chief not so long ago. His silence was louder than my
guestions, his eyes heavy with the answers he had never given. All | wanted to ask
was why, but the words seemed to evaporate in the sterile air from my mouth. No
explanation, nothing.

A nurse came in clutching an old white brick telephone of the type that seemed to
belong to ages past. She was really hesitant, her eyes darting between me and the
white brick in her hand.



"Miss," she said, amost whispering. "l tried running your name through the system,
and nothing came up. No file." Her voice hitched. "Detective Karlsson is on the line.
| had to call him. I'm so sorry."

She held the phone out toward me, her hand extended. | stared at it, shaking my head.
| didn't want to talk to him.

"Please, miss," she pressed. "It's important.”

| took the phone, my hand stiff. | pressed it to my ear and snapped, "What?' It was
sharp, bratty , but | didn't care.

"Bree," Thor said, his voice as even as his features. He didn't flinch at my obvious
hostility. "We ran your name through the database and found nothing. Is Bree short
for something?"'

"No," | said curtly, "that is my name."

There was a pause on the other end, and then his voice softened. "You're not lying,
areyou?'

Something inside me snapped. The anger 1'd been bottling up boiled over, spilling out
in a sharp burst. "First I'm a delusional, troubled young woman, and now I'm a liar
too?' | shouted, my fingers clenching around the phone. "Aren't you the detective?
You tell me. Why am | not in your database?'

"Bree," he said, hisvoice firm without trembling, trying to break into my anger.
| didn't let him finish. It was just too much, and in a surge of frustration, | let my

anger boil over. | pushed the phone back at the nurse, turning and burrowing into
myself. She didn't hassle me further but took the phone and headed out; the soft



ticking of her shoes trailed down the hallway.

| pushed the pillow aside, angry, not at him, but at myself for trusting him, for letting
myself believe even for a moment that he could help me. Turning to the other side of
the bed, | stared at the wall while my mind was avortex of frustration and exhaustion.
A soft knock sounded in the room, breaking the silence. | didn't answer, | refused to
turn. That was when | saw him, his figure reflected in the window ahead of me. A
black hoodie covered his body, paired with blue jeans outlining his legs.

"Isak?" | asked, sitting up slowly before | turned to him.

He came into the room, holding a white rose in his hand. He approached me and
reached out to hand it to me. "Thisisfor you," he said softly. "White, just like snow."

Snow.

| took the rose, a smile spreading across my face despite myself. "It's beautiful " |
said, my voice barely above awhisper. "I've never gotten flowers before.”

Not from anyone. Ever.

For a moment, the walls I'd built around me cracked. The simple gesture—his
presence—stirred aflicker of hope. Maybe, just maybe , someone could save me after
all.

"Just asmall gift," he said, sitting down beside me.

"Thanks," | muttered, the smile still lingering. "White's my favorite."

| lied.



It wasn't. Red was.

Red had always been my favorite. The color of strawberries, of fire, of life itself.
Maybe | loved it because it was something | couldn't have. My adlergy to
strawberries had only made their rich, forbidden red more tempting. Over time, the
color had attached itself to me, a symbol of everything | wanted but couldn’t have.

But white, white was safe.

"I figured," Isak said, his voice soft, the tips of hisfingers brushing my cheek.

| closed my eyes at the touch, leaning into it for the briefest moment before pulling
away. My breath caught as | pushed his hand back, shaking my head.

"I'm not ready," | said, my voice trembling.

He nodded, his eyes understanding, but sad. He didn't say anything, just let the
moment hang in the air between us.

| had dreamed of this, of someone coming to save me. Of a prince on a white horse,
riding in to take me away from everything that hurt. But life wasn't a fairy tale, and
closure didn't come from someone else. It came from within. | had to fix myself. Heal
myself. It wasn't fair to force my broken heart to try and love when all it needed was
time to mend.

| knew that, deep down always had. But sometimes the pain was overwhelming, and
al 1 wanted was an easy way out. | wanted someone else to take it away. To save me.
To make it al better. But it didn't quite work that way. And | wasn't ready to let
anyone in, not yet.
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THIRTEEN
SNOWMAN

Since childhood, life has so cunningly trained me to be cold, to bury my emotions
deep, no matter what storm blew my way. Every breath | took carried the weight of
knowledge that someday | would face the world alone. That time would shape me
into what | am, not what | was meant to be.

| grew up in a house where survival was something earned: if you wanted to eat, you
hunted; if you wanted to drink, you worked; if you wanted to matter, you fought for
it. Loneliness wasn't just a feeling but a condition of air and ground beneath my feet.
And in that isolation, | have built walls so high that no one would ever be able to
climb. | pushed people away before they could get too close. Now, when I've finally
found someone who can melt my frozen heart, | don't dare take off the mask I've
worn for seven years. It was much easier to hide, to be a nobody instead of a
somebody. | just became a ghost, someone no one sees but everyone fears. Because it
was easy, for me.

| walked to the edge of the woods, the axe heavy in my hand. My grip tightened
around the handle as anger roared in my chest. The thought of ending this, of walking
into that hospital and telling her the truth, burned in my mind. | wanted to say, "I'm
here now. | failed you, but no one will hurt you again. "But then again, she probably
thought all men were the same, that | was just a stalker who was willing to hurt her,
while | was willing to hurt the world for her.

| could see them. Josh was hung unconscious, his arms stretched above him, attached



to atree, he just dangled inches from the ground in afrozen rigor. His face was slack
and pale.

Vic was lashed against the trunk, a dead flesh of cock stuffed in his mouth. Their skin
had taken on a sickly hue, mottled with purple from the cold. When Vic's eyes met
mine, there was a flicker of hope—pathetic and misplaced—that | had changed my
mind. But he didn't understand.

| wasn't here to negotiate. | was here to finish what | started.

"Cold?' | asked as | stepped closer and watched him shiver. His body was trembling
violently, but he just shook his head, refusing to answer.

| crouched before him, my hand dlipping into his mouth. The gag of cold, dead cock
was dlick as | yanked it free, tossing it onto the ground. His breathing fogged in the
iCy air.

"Why did you do it?" | asked calmly, yet sharply, like a blade at the ready.

| wanted an excuse, a reason, any scrap of justification that would let me, finally, end
this thing. But he gave me no reason.

"She was pretty," he rasped, coughing wetly. "She was running away. We wanted to
show her no one runs from us."

My jaw locked, and my hold on the axe tightened so much my knuckles burned
white.

"Isthat so?' | whispered, deadly edges slipping into my words.

"Yeah," he went on, not noticing the oncoming storm behind my eyes. "She didn't put



up much of afight." A sy grin quirked at the corner of his mouth. "Even let us switch
Sides."

The words hit like a hammer, each one driving nails into my chest. My heart pounded
so hard it felt like it might tear free. Before he could spit out another word, my hand
shot forward, fast as lightning, and seized his tongue. His eyes widened in shock, but
it was too late.

| forced his tongue onto the cold iron of the axe blade. The muffled screams filled the
air, steam rose from his breath. In a second, his tongue was sliced, warm and bloody,
into my hand. | dropped it in the snow asif it was trash.

"Y ou should have chosen your words more carefully,” | said, trying to keep my voice
calm against the rage that flooded through me. | stepped backward, kicking the
severed tongue towards him.

"You stole her life, her freedom, her choice. And all you can say is that she did not
fight much?"

"God," | snarled, lifting the axe high. The blade came down hard, cleaving through
his wrist. His scream tore through the forest as his severed hand fell into the snow. |
didn't pause. The axe swung again, severing his other hand in a spray of red. His
body, fueled by adrenaline, trembled while his wide, disbelieving eyes stared at the
roots of the tree.

| moved away, ignoring his desperate cries.

The untouched snow gleamed under the pale light as | knelt and began to rall it into
balls. Slowly, | packed the snow, the wet crunch filling the silence. | rolled the
snowballs larger, stacking them one on top of the other until the snowman stood tall,
up to my knees.



| dunked my thumb within the blood pooling at my feet and painted crude eyes and a
jagged mouth on its face. Finished, | stepped towards the tree, took his severed hands,
and pressed them into the sides of the middle ball like crude bloody arms. Stepping
back, | observed the perfection of my work.

"See?' | said, turning to him with a satisfied grin. "Perfect.”

He attempted to mutter something, his mutilated mouth fumbling over the sounds that
never formed aword. | cupped a hand to my ear, mocking him.

"What's that? Can't hear you..." | chuckled, lowering my hand. "You don't have a
tongue, do you?"

He sobbed, the bloodied tears streaming down his face. His cries were pitiful, a
wretched gurgling mess.

"Aw, poor thing," | said, laughing. "What's the matter? Cat got your tongue?"

| motioned to the bloodstained snow and burst out in a cold, cruel laugh.

"Don't cry about it. You're the king of a silent party now!"

His eyes rolled back, and finally, his shock and pain caught him, but | leaned over
into them, grinning.

"Oh shut up,” | mocked. "Oh wait, you can!" | laughed as | turned back to glance at
the snowman. "At least you are good at keeping secrets.”

My laughter echoed through the woods, cold and hollow, as he hung there, silent,
broken, defeated.



Josh stirred, a low groan escaping his lips as his head lolled. His bleary eyes slowly
opened, and as they focused, he froze, staring at the snowman, the hands, his
mutilated friend bound against the tree.

"Look," | said, smirking, "it'syour girlfriend.".

Josh's confusion turned to anger, his body tensing as he shouted, "I'll kill you!" His
voice was strong, raw with fury, but as he took in the scene of blood, the snow, the
lifeless limbs, he cracked. He fell silent, his wide eyes darting between me and the
snowman.

"Well," | said, tilting my head, "you can try."

He did not say another word. His silence said it all.

| hunched down, tugging loose the knot that bound him to the tree. The rope went
dlack, and his body collapsed to the frozen ground with a muffled thud. He'd barely

shifted before | was atop him, straddling his chest, my weight pinning him down.

"Why did you do it?' | growled, my gloved hands clamped on his collar as he
struggled beneath me.

A sneer contorted his face, his voice spewing words with hatred. "I wanted to taste
the bitch,” he spat. "And | don't regret athing."

My jaw clenched, my anger bubbling just below the boiling point. But he wasn't
done.

"I fucked her three times," he said, his laughter cruel. "And she didn't even fight
back."



She didn't fight back .

The words echoed in my mind, haunting me.

She didn't. She couldn't.

My vision blurred for a moment, tears threatening to fall, but | bit them back. |
couldn't let her melt me, not yet. | needed to stay cold, just alittle longer.

My hands rose to his face, thumbs pressed into the soft flesh below his eyes. He
fought it, his laughter faltering, but that only fed into my determination. | dug harder,
my fingers sinking into his skin. His blood leaked from the corners of his eyes and
seeped over onto my gloves, but | didn't care. | wanted everything gone, all taken
away from him, even his sight, his strength, his memory of her.

His screams rang through the silence of the woods. Tears mingled with his blood as |
kept on and on, unmerciful, till both eyes came loose. Two soft, slippery globules
lying on my palm warmed.

"There," | said, my voice cold. "Now you've got a better point of view."

Josh crawled on the ground, writhing and screaming, blind and broken.

| dropped his eyes into the snow at my feet, the red staining the white. Ignoring his
cries, | knelt and started rolling fresh snow. The crunch of the icy flakes under my
hands was so satisfying, almost soothing.

Oneball. Two. Three.

| stacked them, forming another snowman beside the first.



Dipping my thumb in the bloodied snow and painting on crude buttons and a jagged
grin across the face of it. Then | crouched again, picked up the eyeballs, and pressed
them deep into the snowman's head, where they stared blankly. | stepped back to
overview my work.

"Perfect,” | whispered, a crooked smile tugging at my lips.

Josh's broken sobs echoed through the air now, as he crawled forward, hands
outstretched and feeling his way upwards through the snow.

Staggering forward, | picked up two sticks that were lying nearby and then stuck
them into the snowman, completing it.

"Thereyou go," | said, stepping over him. "Now you've got company."

If you hear voices, they'll call you mad. Treat the voices, and they'll call you sick.
Take them to your grave, and they'll call you a man who's endured too much. | never
heard voices—never feared them—~but | had an image. It floated in my mind until |
made it real. That image took me, dragged me through endless loops, breaking mein
ways no one could fix. No one truly knows what hides in your head, what monsters
you wrestle with, or the weight of a story you never said. People pretend they
understand, but they don’t.

The world sees the cold monster I've become, the mask | wear, and deep down, | am
afraid of it too. Not that | will be found and punished, that is easy to accept. What
really terrifies me is that one moment when the mask dlips and Bree sees the real me
behind the mask. That she'll leave, treat me like the monster under her bed, and one
day I'll disappear from her life. I'll fade to nothing more than a whisper she carries to
her grave.

| pulled the phone from Josh's pocket. He'd had it al along, tucked away like some



kind of secret he thought | wouldn't find. | wasn't worried that anyone would come
looking for him; his father, Chief Jan, always cleaned up his messes. But he never
cared where Josh was or what trouble he got into.

Before | could bury them, | had to melt the frozen ground.
| made a circle of fire, the flames popping and spitting as they heated the ground.
Then | dug the hole deep enough for them both. Now they were underground together

under the pile of earth and snow, above them snowmen with their parts marking the
grave, and beneath that earth, they took their last breaths.

| scrolled through Josh's phone until | found the number | needed. Jan, the chief of
police. My finger hovered for a moment, then | dialed, the line connecting with a
sharp click.

"Josh, what isit?' Jan's gruff voice was barking on the other end.

| spoke, my voice low and cold, "l have eyes that cannot see, hands that cannot touch
or plea. A frozen soul, afleeting grace. In warmth, | disappear without a trace. What
am|?'

There was silence, heavy. Then | heard his breathing—sharp, ragged, and close.
"Snowman," he hissed, smmering with rage. "Where is my son?"

| laughed quietly, letting it hang in the air like frost. "'l stand above his grave. Silent,
still, the frost his slave. His hands instead of branches, his eyes served as coal. But

soon he'll melt. and lose his soul..”

"WHERE ISMY SON?" Jan roared; it crackled through the receiver like static.



"Tick tock, tick tock," | whispered, my voice plunging to a high, mocking tone. Then
| disconnected the call and let silence swallow his anger.

| tucked the phone into my pocket, turning my back on the snow grave and moving
toward the cottage.

Jan would tear through the forest looking for his boy, searching everywhere. | could
see the search teams, the hounds, and the radios crackling with orders. They would
rake over every inch of that forest. | could leave nothing to chance.

| hurried to the cabin. The walls reeked of the crimes we had committed here, and |
was not going to let their sinsleave atrail that led back to me.

| staged a fire, stacking wood and dousing it with accelerant until the air was thick
with a sharp, acrid smell. Then | lit a match. The flames rose, consuming everything
in their path: evidence, memories, all of it. | had left enough false trails to lead them
in circles, far from where | would be. He had failed me when | needed it most,
leaving me to fend for myself in a world without justice. Now it was my turn to fail
the system—to strip it of its power, piece by piece. | watched the fire burn, feeling no
regret—no guilt. Just a cold pleasure.

In the distance, a snowman stood, his smile frozen in time, marking the grave of a
new beginning.
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FOURTEEN
brEg
17 YEARS OLD

Last month, | turned seventeen. Just one more year, | thought, and | could finaly
leave home. The only thing that got me through it was the thought of escaping and
building something better. | dreamed of coming back for Mel, of giving us both the
life we'd always talked about, alife that often felt impossibly far away.

Days dragged like molasses, every second heavier than the last. Time appeared to
freeze, keeping me imprisoned in a home where hope was never in reach.

Homemade pasta steamed the kitchen as | stepped inside, where the rich warm,
comforting aroma mingled with the crisp autumnal cool air that dlid through the
window and opened a crack. Mother stood by the counter, nimbly working with the
dough, gentle white flour was dusted over her fingers.

Her hands moved with a gentle sway, almost hypnotic as if she were at peace. She
looked up and caught me watching her, her lips curving into asmall smile.

"Bree?' she asked softly. "What's wrong?'

| hesitated, my feet shifting on the worn tiles. "Uhm, nothing much,” I mumbled out,
my voice hardly awhisper.



She turned to me, smiling, her hands wiping across the apron. "What is it?' she
pressed again, this time facing me.

| swallowed hard, my fingers twisting nervously. "I dreamed about her, the woman |
met last year in Greece," | said, my voice catching in my throat slightly.

Her face hardened and the warmth in her eyes cooled to something much icier. "That
crazy lady?' she asked, with a bitter tone. She stepped closer and ran her hands over
her apron again, though it had been clean, and landed with palms on my shoulders.
"Bree, we've talked about that."

"But it felt so real," | said, the words tumbling out in arush. "I was only four in the
dream, and she was younger too, and—"

"Bree," she cut in, the sigh brushing me off. "We often dream of the life we want, not
of the one we live." The tone of her voice softened some, though her eyes didn't. "I
know how | haven't been the mother you wanted, and maybe you're just looking for
something in that woman that | couldn't give you."

Love.

Love was what | had been seeking the whole time. In one second | saw more love in
that woman's eyes than | had ever seen in my mother's eyes. | kept that to myself and
swallowed it like a bitter pill, knowing that | had always desperately convinced
myself that one day this would get better and | would feel something. Anything.

"But," | started, wanting to ask more, but her patience was already gone.
"No buts , Bree," she snapped, raising her voice. "I don't want to talk about crazy

anymore, okay? Just drop it. Please." Her hands fell away from my shoulders as she
stepped away, the touch replaced by a cold emptiness in their wake. "Just go to your



room, you're upsetting me."

“I'm sorry," | whispered as | stepped toward her, wanting, needing to bridge the gap
between us. | reached out, desperate for a hug, but she moved, pushing me away like
| was a stranger, someone unwanted.

My vision blurred with tears as | turned and walked out of the kitchen; the sting of
her rejection cut deeper than her words ever could. The hall seemed endless as |
trudged toward my bedroom, my head hung low, my shoulders slumped in defeat.
The quietness of the house swallowed me whole. And with each attempt | made,
every time | would even try and share the least fragment of myself, | got put to
silence, pushed aside, and forgotten.

| sank on the bed, the weight of the day resting on my chest. | closed my eyes and let
the tears fall freely. Sleep was my only escape, a place where | could at least live the
life that real life hadn't given me. My dreams, were where | could live without the
suffocation of the real world. | could finally breathe.

Soon | found myself in Greece, in my dreams, faling into the arms of a woman, a
mother | didn't know | had. Her arms were so warm and loving. The love | had
always wanted but never had. For a time, | wasn’t alone. Someone could hold me,
love me, and be loved by me. It was perfect.

Suddenly, something jarred and stopped, a hard thud awoke me. My eyes snapped
open to darkness. Night had fallen. What had seemed like mere seconds of sleep had
turned into hours of sleep. | blinked dazedly, a dream of Greece gone, replaced by the
harsh, cold reality of my bedroom.

| stood up quietly, my bare feet tapping lightly on the floor as | tiptoed toward the
hallway. My heart pounded in my chest, and a strange unease washed over me. As |
approached the kitchen, soft sounds reached my ears—low moans, muffled sounds.



My throat tightened as | drew closer, each breath shallower than the last.

Then | saw them.

Mel lay sprawled across the kitchen island, her body bare, her legs spread. Dad stood
behind her, his hands tugging hard on her hair as he moved against her. His face
twisted in pleasure, an evil grin I'd never seen before. Their bodies moved together,
their gasps and moans filling the room. Mel bit down on her palm, trying to stifle the
sounds, but it wasn't enough. The sight was searing, unbearable.

| gasped, the breath escaping me before | even knew it was coming. Mel's head
snapped toward mine, her eyes wide and horrified. She shoved Joe, scrambling off of
the counter as panic set into her face, now.

"Bree!" she called, desperate. She ran toward me, outstretched hands and all, but |
was faster. | turned and left, samming my bedroom door behind me and locking it
with trembling hands.

Inside, my heart was racing, hard, and it felt like it would tear out of my chest. |
slumped against the door, my knees buckling as the image replayed in my mind. |

couldn't believe what 1'd seen. | didn't want to believe it.

"Bree, please!” Mel's voice came from the other side, frantic and pleading. She
banged on the door. "Please, | can explain! Just let mein! Please!"

Her wails were muffled by my own silence. | pinched my arm to a sting, to wake
from the nightmarelike scene, but | was not sleeping.

"Please, let mein," she begged, her voice cracking. "Bree, please.”

"Go away!" | shouted, finding my voice at last. My body shaking, | pushed myself



upright, but my back remained pressed against the door.

“I'll tell you everything," she sobbed. "Just let mein!"

Then | heard it, the sound of his footsteps approaching. A fresh wave of nausearolled
over me.

| hadn't thought, had only unlocked the door, yanked her inside, and slammed it shut
again, locking it fast. She half-stumbled into the room, her face streaming with tears.

"What the hell, Mel?' | yelled, my voice shaking in anger and disbelief. "Are you
outta your mind? What the fuck's wrong with you?"

She flinched, her hands shaking as she tried to steady herself. "It happened in
Greece," she started, her voice weak, but | couldn't bear to hear it.

"No," | said, hands covering my ears. | flung myself onto the bed, curling into a ball
in desperation to shut her out. "Stop. | don't want to hear it."

"He was nicer than usual," she said, dismissing me. "And I..."

"You what, Mel?' | snapped, my voice colder than ice as| whirled my back to her.

My stomach churned with the bile rising high into my throat. "That's sick. You're
sick. | can barely." | faltered then, slapping a hand to my mouth, hard.

"I know," she whispered.

She took a step closer to me, her hand glancing over my shoulder. "He touched me
and|... | know thisiswrong, but | liked it." Her words cut through me like arazor.



My body went stiff as the waves of repulsion washed over me, hot and
uncontrollable. "I think I'm going to be sick," | said, trying to get to my feet in one
motion; | amost fell.

My stomach was churning and | doubled over, clinging to my knees as | struggled not
to let the nausea win. Mel broke down, sobs erupting through the room. And |
couldn't comfort her. | couldn't look at her.

"He's not our dad,” Mel whispered, her words shaking as if they could break her
themselves.

| froze. Her words hung in the air like smoke, choking me. "He's not. What?" |
whispered, while my breath hitched in my throat. "Was that woman right? Was | her
daughter?"

Mel sank onto the edge of the bed, her face buried in her hands. "I don't know," she
said, her voice breaking. "l really don't."

"M, this is sick,” | told her, the words spilling from my mouth like cold razor
blades. "What if?"

"I love him," she cut in, her voice barely audible but laced with raw emotion. Tears
streamed down her face as she sobbed, "We wanted to escape together. He took me
places, and when we're together, it feels so right.”

Her words hit me like a gut punch. My stomach was churning violently, and |
doubled over, grabbing at my abdomen. "I'm going to puke,” | muttered, my knees

hitting the floor as nausearolled through me.

But | didn't.



"| swear, Bree, | don't want to hurt you," she cried. "But please, not a word to Laura,
shelll freak out..."

"You think?' | yelled, cutting her off. My voice cracked, and | stared at her in
disbelief. "You're fucking her husband," | whispered venomously, the disgust lacing
every syllable. "l can't even believe I'm saying this."

Mel flinched but pressed on, her voice growing wilder. "All | know is we're here
because of her. She pointed her finger and chose us." Her tears fell freely now, her
hands wringing together as she spoke. "Joe just wanted her to be happy."

"Thisissick,” | said, my voice trembling as | stood. "All of it. Thisis all so fucking
sick."

| turned, heading for the door, the walls closing in around me. | needed air. Space.
Something to pull me out of this nightmare. But as | reached for the doorknob, Mel
grabbed my hand, her grip desperate.

"Bree, please,” she begged, her voice cracking. "Don't—don't go."

| yanked my hand free, my chest heaving as | stared at her. We stood there, crying,
broken, standing at the edge of something we could never take back. We somehow
ended up on the top of the stairs, both our emotions tangled in a storm of regret and

despair.

And then, everything spiraled. A sudden pull, a shove. Which of us moved first, | will
never know. It was asif time slowed, and the next thing | knew was weightlessness.

Everything around was a blur; the world flashed from dark to light as we tumbled
down the stairs, rolling. It was aloud crash, deafening, but then all of a sudden there
wasn't anything. No noise, no pain, void. We floated there, carried off somewhere to



apoint out of time. Just the two of us.

PRESENT DAY

Isak was still here. He'd fallen asleep in the chair by the window, his head tilted at an
awkward angle. | didn't mind. Somehow, knowing someone was there with me made
the silence feel less heavy, the night less suffocating. His soft, steady breaths were a
reminder that | wasn't completely alone.

But then | heard the soft sound of footsteps. My heart raced as | slowly turned my
head to the left. Thor appeared from the shadows, quiet, almost too quiet. He was
holding something, a small box.

"I won't stay long,"” he said in a low, almost hesitating voice. "l just wanted to see

you.

"Okay. You've seen me," | said, defensively crossing my arms, my tone sharper than |
had intended.

He looked different. His hair was shorter now, the dark strands framing his face in a
way that softened his features. It suited him, made him look older, maybe even wiser.
But | refused to acknowledge it. | wouldn't give him the satisfaction of knowing |
noticed.

"Yeah," he said, smiling faintly. "I did."

He cleared his throat and finally wore a serious expression. "I'm sorry," he said. "If |
hurt you, in any way, that was never my intention."

"Well, you did," | said, slicing through the apology like aknife.



He hesitated. My words were hanging between us, yet he didn't argue; instead, he
held out the box and placed it gently in my lap.

"Anyway," he said now with a softer voice, "thisisfor you."

"A gift?" | asked, narrowing my eyes and turning to the box.

"A phone," he said. "l put my number on speed dial. All you have to do is press one.
That's all."

Curiosity finally got the better of me, and | opened it to find a ssmple phone. | got a
phone for the first timein my life. A slight grin tugged at my lips despite myself.

"Thank you," | said softly.

"I won't bother you anymore,”" he said and stepped back. "Isak will care for you better
than | ever could.”

A lump formed in my throat, and | swallowed hard, the ache amost unbearable. So
long, I'd wanted Thor to be my Snowman, the one who could take my heart. But
maybe all along, 1'd been looking for someone to save me from the Snowman.

"Bye, Bree," he said, hisvoice hanging in the air as he turned to leave.

| watched him go, the shadows swallowing him whole as he disappeared into the hall.
The phone felt heavy in my hand. My thumb hovered over the button marked "1," the
urge to call him back was overwhelming. | wanted to tell him | was sorry too, to ask
him if his eyes weren't brown at all but icy blue. But the world doesn't work like that,
and I'm not that lucky.

| set the box on the table next to my bed, a small table with a vase full of 1sak’s white



roses. Light danced across the soft petals, carrying the sweetest, lightest scent in its
breath. | huddled under the blanket again, picked up the phone, and held it tightly to
me as if it could somehow fill the hole gnawing at my soul. | closed my eyes for a
moment and wished—wished he would come back. That he would tell me | was
wrong. That there was a world where he could be both: the man | needed and the one
| feared.

Isak woke up, a faint smile spreading across his face as he leaned closer, his pam
brushing my hand. "How do you feel, birdie 7' he asked softly.

Birdie. There was atrap.

A game he was good at, he played me like a string. First, he showed me the sky and
made me believe | had wings, only to clip them whenever | started to fly.

Even with the cage door open, he had the power to drag me back down. | stared at
him, hisicy blue eyes piercing, his hair tied in aloose bun at the back of his head. He
was perfect—too perfect. His smile, his presence, his whole being weighed upon me.
| could feel the hunger in his gaze, the want radiating from him like heat.

But all | wanted was a moment of peace. Just a little bit of freedom to stretch my
wings. To fly, even briefly. But he wouldn't let me. He called to me, pulling me into
his arms.

My lips parted as he leaned in, his mouth finding mine. His lips pressed against me,
his tongue forcing its way into my mouth. He didn't ask; he took. A tango of
forbidden love he commanded, and | didn't fight. | let him steal my first kiss, and
another piece of me surrendered to another man who would only take more.

When he finally pulled back, | smiled faintly, masking the pain inside. Then | heard
it: "Hello?' The voice was faint, distant. My heart froze as | realized my thumb had



been pressing the number one on the phone the entire time.

My body was screaming for help, my heart wanted love, and my mind was screaming
for freedom; | couldn't have it, not one piece.

| brought the phone to my ear, a tear dipping down my cheek. "Sorry," | whispered.
"It was an accident.”

"I see," the voice replied, and it wasn't coming from the phone.

Thor stood in the doorway, his figure framed in shadows. His eyes locked onto me,
flicking briefly to Isak, then back again. The disappointment was plain on his face,
cutting through me like a blade.

"Thor." | began, but his upraised hand cut me off.

Isak chuckled, leaning back asif al this meant nothing. "Man, we—"

"No need to explain,” Thor cut him off, his voice cold, detached. "Y ou're both adults.
Y ou can do whatever the hell you want."

His fist was clenched at his side, but he didn't raise it. He merely turned and walked
away, the heaviness of his footsteps growing distant as he disappeared down the hall.

"Maybe," | stammered, trying to push gently on Isak's chest. "Maybe we're moving
too fast?

He snorted and pushed my hand away.

"Since you've been here, Bree, I've been watching you," he said in a low tone that
seemed to make my heart skip beats, the timbre of his voice aimost possessive. "l



needed to have you."

My heart sank. "Have me?"

He nodded, his smirk spreading as he leaned in closer, his body weighing down on
mine.

"I knew it from the very beginning, birdie ," he whispered, his hand moving to my
throat, his fingers curling around it with a gentle yet firm grasp. "l knew you would
be mine."

Mine.

The word echoed in my head.

How?

| couldn’t. Not again. | couldn’t let this happen again.

Fine.

| am fine.

But | wasn't fine. Not even close.
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| sat on a green bench in the park, my eyes fixed on the playground. It was late 1994,
and | had just turned twelve. Mom had gone to pick up medicine for my younger
brother, Erik, leaving me to wait out front. The city had changed so much since the
last time we were here; more people, more noise, and more strangers | didn't want to
meet. | watched other kids play, their laughter and shrieks ringing through the crisp
autumn air as they ran and pulled on each other, lost in their games. None of them
came near me. If any of them had, | would've said no, but, it would have been nice to
be asked.

| saw Mom come out through the glass doors of the pharmacy, brown paper bag in
hand. She was wearing her blue coat and matching hat, her other hand tightly
clutched to Erik's as she led him toward the car. She waved at me, calling for me to
join them. | stood ready to go, but then alittle girl appeared beside me.

"Hey," she said, her voice bright. "Wanna play?

| turned to her. She couldn't have been more than six, her blonde pigtails tied up with
red ribbons matching her dress. Her wide blue eyes stared up at me, searching my
face for an answer. For amoment, | hesitated. | wanted to stay. | wanted to play. But
| couldn't. If | didn't go straight to the car, we would all pay the price later.



| shook my head and turned to run, leaving her standing by the green bench staring at
me hopefully asif expecting me to turn backward.

By the time | reached the car, Mom was waiting with a knowing smile, her arms
across her chest. "If you keep running away from girls like that, you'll never have a
girlfriend," she teased, chuckling.

"I don't want a girlfriend,” | hastened to say, plunging into the back seat.

Erik was aready there, leaning against the window, his face pale and drawn. His head
leaned limply against the glass, where his breath fogged it. | reached over and
touched his hand; it was warm, too warm. My stomach twisted as | turned to Mom.

"|s he going to be okay?

"Yes," she said. "It's just frostbite ," the words sounded thin, like a tarp too small to
make anyone warm.

Frostbite , that was what she called it, when we got sick afterward from one of Dad's
"lessons.” Last night, he had left us in the woods once more, wanting to "toughen us
up." The cold had seeped into our bones while the woods, with all their whispers and
shadows, crept into our minds. Erik had felt it worst of all.

The drive back to the farm took half an hour. The silence in the car was thick, with
only the soft hum of the engine and Erik's shallow breathing breaking the stillness,
Finally, we pulled up, and Mom turned to us, her voice hushed. "If your father asks
where you were, just say you went to visit Aunt Ilda.”

We nodded, knowing full well that we didn't have to be told twice. We knew what
Dad was capable of, how quickly his anger could turn violent. We'd learned to lie, to
play the game. It was the only way to keep Mom safe.



As Mom got out to unlock the garage, Erik turned to me, his hand reaching for mine.
His grasp was weak but urgent, and his wide, feverish eyes searched mine, and he
whispered, "It's not frosthite."

"What do you mean?' | whispered back.

"I saw something,” he said, his voice shaking. "Something they didn't want me to

See.

"What did you see?' | asked, atinge of fear creeping into my chest.

"They take them,” he said, al the while his hand tightening mine. "Dad and
Joe—they take them to theriver and..."

He didn't finish, but then again he didn't need to. His words seemed to hang in the air,
the unsaid saying it al. It grew colder in the car, darker, as though some of the
shadows of the woods had followed us home.

But just as Mom came back into the car, Erik suddenly clammed up, bringing a finger
to his lips. He turned back toward the window to stare out, as though nothing had
been said.

"If you want to play with that little girl, we can ask Dad to bring her home," Mom
said, looking at me through the rearview mirror light, almost teasing.

Erik shook his head, fast, his face unreadable. | did not understand why. All | knew
was that she was so beautiful, that little girl. | wanted her near me, to play with me, to
build snowmen in the yard. And so | nodded enthusiastically, a grin spreading across
my face. This strange idea filled me with an even weirder feeling of happiness, like
getting aforbidden toy that | had always wished for but never dared to ask for.



For the first timein along time, something good may happen, | thought.

PRESENT DAY

| stood for two hours in the shade of the forest and saw the cottage burn. The fire
roared and hissed, swallowing wood, memories, and evidence until nothing remained
but ash and smoke curling into the cold night air. The silence afterward was almost
holy.

Hiding behind the trees, | watched Jan Johansson arrive; his headlights cut through
the smoke. He'd tracked his son's phone, thinking he was closing in on answers. But
what Jan did not know was that his son's grave lay far from here, deep, buried
beneath frozen earth. His lungs would fill with nothing but dirt and frost by the time
he found him.

| promised myself along time ago that no one would stop me. Not from doing whét |
had to do. My father's sins shaped and molded me into what | am, and in that
darkness, | found a purpose. The thirst for blood had settled in me long ago, but | kept
it focused: only on those who truly deserved harm.

Deep down, | knew this was wrong; everything | did was wrong. But it would have
been worse if 1'd let myself take anyone, killing without reason. Then | wouldn't just
be a villain. I'd be a monster. But villains can be good, right? If someone cared to
hear their side of the story.

| stepped into the hospital, my footsteps sounding inaudibly on cold tiles. In the
corner of the lobby stood a man clutching a bouquet of red roses. He set them softly
down on a bench and leaned against the coffee machine, fiddling with some change.

| moved quietly, dlipping close enough to pluck a single rose from the bouquet. |
thought of taking the whole thing but then noticed the teddy bear tucked beside it



with a handmade note: You did it, Mommy. My conscience got in the way, and |
didn't have the heart to take all of it. All | needed was one rose, one for Bree.

She deserved a thousand, but for now, this single one would have to speak for all the
days ahead when she'd be free of those monsters who stole her choices, her safety,
her innocence.

Even if | couldn't see her, even if she didn't want me there, | needed to leave her this
one small gift.

| stood in the hall, holding onto the rose for dear life, and just waited for that perfect
moment. It wasn't until she finaly shuffled out of her room, wrapped up in those
hospital pajamas, making her slow way to the bathroom, that | had my chance. Asthe
door clicked shut behind her, | slipped inside and gently laid the rose on her bed.

"Birdie," | whispered into the stillness. "From now on, you'll be safe with me."

Every step away from her room was like a knife twisting inside my chest, digging a
void that only she could fill. Every step reminded me of the stories that would never
be told, the future that was never meant to be.

By the time | got to the hall, my phone vibrated in my pocket, drawing me out of the
pain of asilent goodbye. Erik's name flashed across the screen.

Call me as soon as you get this.

His urgency chilled me through more than the winter air did outside. | slipped out of
the hospital asfast as | could, making sure nobody was watching. The cold nibbled at
my face, the only warmth was my breath against the frozen night. Outside, under the
pale streetlights, | hit number two on my speed dial and put the phone to my ear.
Erik's voice answered almost at once.



"Hey," | said into the phone, my voice low, my hand shoved deep into my pocket,
trying to keep the cold from seeping further into my bones. "What isit?"

"I found her," Erik said, his voice steady, ailmost grave. "l found the girl."

"Speak," | snapped, the urgency in my tone sharper than | intended.

"Lower your damn tone," he barked back, "or the only thing you'll hear isthe slap I'll
give you when | seeyou."

| couldn’t help but chuckle despite myself. "Y eah, sorry. It’'s been... aday."

"I heard," hereplied. "The chief even called mein."

| exhaled, my breath visible in the freezing air. "What did you find?"

"Both girls Joe had in that house? They’ve been missing since 2001," he said. "And
they weren’'t the only ones."

"Why am | not surprised?' | muttered. "Is the case still open?"

"Yes," Erik said. "But they’re tying it to another cold case."

| pulled the phone dlightly away from my ear, staring blankly ahead, frustration
brewing inside me. "Yeah?' | finally said, my voice taut.

"Remember the little blonde girl? The one you wanted to play with at the park in
'947" His voice carried a note of hesitation like he wasn't sure he should say the

words. "She's been missing since then. They think it’s connected.”

His words hit me like a punch to the chest. | sank to the cold ground, my head in my



hands, my chest tightening with an ache | couldn’t name. My voice broke when |
spoke. "l want to see what you found.”

"Julia and the little one just went to sleep,” Erik said, his tone softening. “"Come over.
We can go over it in my office."

| managed asmall, tired smile. "Sure," | said. "How are they?"

"Do you really want to know?" he asked with a chuckle in hisvoice.

"Not really," | replied, chuckling faintly in return.

He paused. "How’s Bree?' Then, after a beat, "And does Mom know?'

"She doesn’t know," | said. "And Bree... she'll be okay."

"Okay," he murmured. " See you soon."

"Yeah," | said quietly. "Soon."

| hung up, still sitting in front of the hospital, staring at the empty stretch of sidewalk
ahead of me. For a moment, fleeting thoughts of normalcy rushed through my
mind—what life could’ ve been if things were different? But the illusion shattered as
soon as | closed my eyes.

All | could see was my reflection in a cracked mirror, staring back at me through the
hollow eyes of awhite plastic mask. The sins of my father were so heavy on me, but |

bore them willingly. Not for myself, but so Erik wouldn't have to.

We grew up together, but we came from different worlds. Even though | was the
youngest, | always felt the need to protect him. He was the fragile one, the one who



cracked under the pain Dad tried to place on us. Our father had big plans, the Family,
as he called it, but there was never anything familial about it. Joe, the oldest from his
first marriage, was the favorite. The golden child. Erik was stuck in the middle, and |
was an afterthought, the youngest.

He refused to let us have sisters. He said daughters would make him weak, and that
women brought softness and vulnerability to the family. | never understood why then.
But now, as | see Erik fiercely protective of Julia, and | want nothing more than to do
the same to Bree, | understand. He never wanted us to go against him, to worry about
anyone else. Control was hisonly goal, and for atime he succeeded.

Joe... Joe was Dad's shadow, his mirror image, but without any of his stability. When
| think of Joe now, it's like I'm looking at a reflection of everything | could have been
if I'd followed in their footsteps. And as| sit here, in the cold, staring out at the empty
streets, | understand why Mom did what she did when | turned sixteen.

She didn't want us to be his pawns. She didn't want us to become any more broken
than we already were.
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brEE

DECEMBER, 2016

"Hold him gently in your hands.

He has been cracked enough asiit is,

and his heart ismore

shattered than he lets on."

— Unknown

They say every pain is temporary, but | never understood why mine felt like it
stretched forever. Maybe it was because my pain didn't have an ending. Maybe | was
meant to carry it with me.

They say the pain will mute you, will steal your voice, yet here | was, drowning in it
and somehow finding a voice that begged to scream. A voice that wanted to tell the
world how hard it was to be me.

Bits and pieces of the past started to surface, fragments | had locked away: the

accident, the mental hospital, the doctor—memories sharp enough to cut through the
fog. They were amost to the moment when Joe took me from kindergarten,



pretending to be my uncle. They were almost to the night they snatched Mel from her
bed while | sat in the car, clutching a doll and humming a lullaby. They were amost
to the plan they made to erase me when | started remembering too much.

Now, they'd called someone to pick me up again. They locked the doors, their voices
calm, insisting | was dangerous, that | had a history of mental issues, and that | might
try to escape.

| was trapped. Again.

They returned my clothes—clean, folded neatly, the same ones | had on when they
brought me in. The memory of who brought me here was hazy, but the smell was still
there; cedarwood, smoke, and musk. The scent clung to my skin like astain as | dlid
into the freshly washed fabric. The itchiness of the clothes wasn't from dirt; it was
from knowing they had scrubbed them clean of evidence. The evidence they thought |
would forget. But | hadn't.

| wanted to burn the clothes, and maybe myself along with them.

Sitting on the edge of the bed, | held the phone Thor had given me. It was small,
black, and ssmple—made for calls and nothing else. | stared at it, knowing they'd
search for me before | left. | needed to hide it. Tying my hair back into a ponytail, |
carefully wrapped the phone into the strands, twisting it into a bun. Standing in front
of the mirror, | checked from every angle. It wasinvisible. But it was there.

| thought about leaving the phone behind, but the thought of calling him one last time
was too strong. Even if it would be the last time | ever heard his voice.

Footsteps echoed down the hallway. | grabbed my red coat and stood, waiting. The
door creaked open, and there they were—Mel and Mom, standing in the doorway. |
ran to them, the need for a hug overwhelming every other thought in my mind.



Mel's arms wrapped around me tightly, and the tears came, unstoppable. | couldn't
hold them back, even if | tried. For a moment, the pain dulled, replaced by the simple
warmth of her hug.

We walked to the car together, the cold touching my skin through the thin coat. Joe
was waiting inside, in the driver's seat, his silhouette framed by the light. As we
climbed into the car, he spoke without turning around.

"We're moving tomorrow morning.”

The words hung in the air, but this time, | couldn't sink into silence. | couldn't be the
quiet Bree he knew.

So | asked, "Why?"'

He glanced at the railway window, his reflection distorted by the frost. "Y ou know
why," he said simply.

| met his eyes through the mirror.

"Yeah," | said softly, a bitter edge on my tongue. "Unfortunately, no accidents will
hide the truth now."

The car fell into silence. That same, muted, heartbreaking silence that always
followed when the truth lurked too close. No one said a word. Maybe they were
afraid that if they did, I'd finally tear down the curtain they'd so carefully hung over
our lives.

The engine roared to life, and we drove off. The house loomed in the distance, each
turn of the wheel taking us closer to it for the last time.



Not much happened between morning and afternoon. As soon as we arrived, al we
got were instructions to pack. | found myself in the bedroom, surrounded by the faint
smell of old wood and stale air. A purse sat on the bed, and inside it was my
notebook.

| sat down, pulling the notebook out. The last entry was from the day we arrived here.
It felt like yesterday—nbut it wasn't. Almost a month had passed. Time had slipped by
so fast, yet every second felt like a nail driven into me, an excruciating pain that
refused to let up.

| turned the page and began to write: Date: December 6th, 2016. Mood: Fine.
Thankful: For life.

As | finished, a tear fell, smudging the ink. | pressed my palm to my lips, stifling a
scream that clawed its way up my throat. My fingers gripped the pen tighter, and with
a trembling hand, | scratched over "FINE" and "LIFE" so hard the paper tore. In the
jagged space next to it, | wrote: Date: December 6th. Mood: Sad. Thankful: For truth.

Something in me had died that day by the river. Maybe it was the quiet version of
myself—the one who didn't fight, the one who hid behind silence. Now, what was | eft
was someone louder, someone desperate to stop pretending.

| sat there, realizing for the first time that it was okay not to be fine. It was okay to
stop wearing the mask. But it didn't make it easier. | was so tired. Tired of pretending,
tired of feeling alive when every breath felt like it shouldn't belong to me.

The door creaked open softly. Mel stepped in, holding a steaming cup of tea.

"Hey," she said, her voice gentle as she closed the door behind her. She placed the
cup in front of me. "This might help."



"Thank you," | said quietly, taking the tea in my hands. The warmth seeped into my
palms, grounding me, if only for a moment.

"They told us what happened,” she said softly, sitting beside me. Her hand rested on
my shoulder, and | saw the tears welling in her eyes. "The first time... it's the
hardest,” she whispered. "But over time, it gets easier. You learn to accept that it's
something you... need.”

Her words sliced through me. A tear dlipped down my cheek.

"Need?' | shouted, my voice trembling. "Is that what you think happened?"

Mel hesitated, her brows furrowing. "Well... yeah. You slept with them, didn't you?"
Her voice wavered, as though unsure of her own words.

"No, Mdl," | said, my voice cracking. "I didn't."

"It's okay," she started, but | cut her off.

"No," | said, standing abruptly. My movements sent the tea shaking, and | placed it
on the small table by the bed, turning to face her. My breath quickened as anger
bubbled to the surface.

"It's not okay," | said, my voice rising. "They followed me." | closed my eyes, the
images flashing behind my lids—muddy red water, hands around my neck. "They
almost drowned me," | said, my voice breaking. | clutched my throat, mimicking the
grip they had on me. "They choked me," | cried, "and then they threw me on the
ground like | was nothing."

My breaths came in short, sharp gasps now. | could feel the heat of anger and shame
rise in my chest, burning like fire.



"Do you think that's okay?' | shouted, my voice shaking.

Mel shook her head, tears streaming freely down her face.

"They forced themselves on me," | said, each word sharp and raw. "They took the
only thing that was truly mine. Then they left me there to die." My voice cracked
under the words. "Do you think that's okay?"

Mel shook her head again, harder this time. Her trembling hand rose to wipe at her
tears. Shetried to speak, but no words came.

| sank back onto the bed, my body trembling. Mel sat beside me, her hand hovering
near mine as though she wanted to comfort me but didn't know how. | stared at the
notebook, the words "Mood: Fine" still visible beneath the scratches.

"I'm not fing," | whispered, more to myself than to her. And for the first time, |
allowed the words to sit with me, to be real.

"And no one believed me," | cried, my voice cracking under my tears. "Because they
think it's okay." The tears came harder now, streaming down my cheeks.

"I believe you," Méel said, her voice trembling, her body almost shaking. "But...
sometimes it's easier to cover it up, to wrap it up. It hurts less that way."

"No, it doesn't!" | shot back, my fingers clawing at my skin, as though | could scrape
away the memories etched into it. "No matter how many times I've rubbed my skin
with soap, their touch doesn't wash away. It never washes away. "

"I know," Mel broke down, her sobs spilling out in waves. "It's easier to tell myself
heloves me. If | let him do what he wants, I'm safer. It's safer if | don't fight back."



Her head fell onto my chest, her tears soaking through my shirt. She was breaking in
my arms, breaking apart in away that uncovered the truth we both had buried for too
long.

"It was so much easier,” she choked out, "when | couldn't speak. When | couldn't
move. It was easier when | was numb."

"Oh, Mdl," | whispered, pulling her closer, my arms wrapping around her astightly as
they could. "There's still hope. Maybe—"

"No," she cut me off, her voice shaking. "That night, when | saw you laying in
blood... | died, Bree. | died with you."

Her hand found my cheek, her palm warm, trembling. "Y ou'll go out there," she said,
her voice quieter now, but firm. "You'll tell them our story. And you'll save us both."

Her words were adagger in my chest. "No," | said. "Y ou deserve to go with me."

"You have to go to the police station,” she whispered, leaning closer. "Tell them
everything. Tell them how we were both held here against our will."

A lump formed in my throat, and | swallowed hard, my voice faltering. "They won't
believe me, Mel. They didn't when..." | trailed off, my eyes shutting tight. The
memories clawed at me—the pulsating sound of their laughter, their breath against
my skin. It was all still there, haunting me.

My hand instinctively went to my hair, pulling out the rubber band. The phone hidden
within fell into my palm, its weight suddenly feeling like the heaviest thing I'd ever
held.

"I can call afriend,” | whispered, clutching the phone tightly. "He can help.”



My finger hovered over the number one. Pressing it felt like jumping off a cliff, but |
held it down until the line rang.

After three beeps, he answered. "Bree?"

"Yes," | whispered. "l haveto tell you something." My throat tightened, and | paused,
hearing only silence on the other end. "Joe," | said finaly. "My dad... he took M€l
and me when we werekids. | think he's planning something."

"Where are you?' he asked, his breathing quickening.

"Home," | said, my voice shaking. "We're in my room."

“I'll be there in ten minutes. Twenty, tops,” he said. "Will you two be okay until
then?"

"Yes," | whispered, clutching the phone. "Thank you."

"Bree," he said softly, hisvoice steady, "please, just stay safe. Okay?"

"Okay," | replied. The line clicked, and the silence returned.

| lowered the phone, pulling Mel even closer to me.

"WEell be okay," | promised, though my voice quivered. "I promise."

Her tears fell harder, her bloodshot eyes meeting mine. "l can't take it if he touches
me again,” she whispered. "I pretended | was okay, but I'm not, Bree."

She rolled up her sleeves, revealing a patchwork of cuts and bruises. "He takes my
blood," she said, her voice dropping into a broken whisper. "He drinksit... after." Her



hands flew to her face, covering it as she sobbed. "I can't do it anymore. | can't.”

| pulled her into my arms, holding her tighter than ever, our bodies sinking together
onto the cold floor. My heart shattered as she shook in my hands, her pain pouring
out in waves.

Suddenly, aloud knock at the door startled us. Our heads snapped up as Laura pushed
the door open slowly.

"Dinner isready."
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We stepped out of the bedroom, and there they were, two little girls sitting by the
table, their feet barely touching the floor. They looked like ghosts from our past,
dressed just as we had been at their age. The smaller one, maybe five, had blonde
curls that framed her face, and a black bow tied neatly on top of her head. The older
one, about eight, sat with her back straight, her pale skin aimost the same as the snow
outside.

Joe sat between them, his chair creaking as he leaned forward, his eyes locking onto
ours. He smiled, his lips stretching too wide.

Laura stood nearby, her red dress tight around her body, red lipstick smeared dightly
at the corner of her lips. Her ponytail swayed as she shifted her weight, her arms
crossed loosely. To an outsider, this might have looked like a picture-perfect family,

but something was deeply, horribly wrong.

"Bree, how is your dinner?' Joe asked the older girl before turning his gaze toward
me.

"It's very delicious, Daddy," she said sweetly.
He kissed the forehead of the younger girl and asked her, "And yours, Mel?'

She nodded, looking up at him. "Perfect, Daddy."



Mel's grip on my hand tightened as she started shaking. Jo€'s eyes bore into us,
making the world feel warped and surreal. Then he stood up, taking both girls by the
hand and guiding them upstairs toward the bedroom. As we watched them disappear,
we moved closer to Laura.

"Mom, what is going on?" | asked, my voice trembling.

Shetilted her head. "Who are you?'

"Mom, it's me, Bree!" | said, stepping closer and pointing toward Mel. "And that's
Mel!"

Then she laughed, "My daughters are five and eight. You're too old to be my
daughter.”

Faint footsteps sounded behind us, and as | turned, Joe was aready there, standing
just afew feet away. He held a knife in his hand, the blade catching the light, making

my stomach drop.

"I'll give you a choice," he said, his voice calm. "One of you will get out aive" he
continued, his dark eyes flicking between us. "And one of you will be dinner."

Laura began clapping her hands, her face lighting up. "Dinner time!" she sang out.
"What the fuck?' | stammered, stepping back with Mel.

Joe ignored me and turned his focusto Mdl.

"Imagine,” he said softly, "no more touching, no more late-night baths, no more

pleasing anyone." His voice was hypnotic, his tone amost convincing. "All it takesis
one little decision," he added, his eyes darker than before.



Mel took a step forward, hesitant. She turned to me, her face soaked with tears.

"“I'm so sorry, Bree," she whispered, her voice cracking as she reached for the knife in
his outstretched hand.

"No, Mel!" | screamed, the sound ripping from my chest. "We can't do this!"

Tears streamed down her face as she gripped the knife tightly, “I'm so sorry," she
repeated.

| stumbled backward, nearly tripping with every shaky step | took. But she kept
moving toward me, her eyes distant but focused, a knife gripped so tightly in her
hand that her knuckles turned white.

My chest tightened, and | could barely breathe. Those twenty minutes Thor promised
felt like forever. It felt like there was no way out of this nightmare.

"Mel, please,” | begged, pressing my hands together like | was praying. My voice
cracked, trembling just like my legs. "Thisisn't you. You don't have to do this!"

"Kill her aready," Lauras sharp voice cut through the air. She leaned against the
doorway like she had all the time in the world, her face curled into a smirk. "I've

waited years for this."

"You're sick!" | screamed at her, anger mixing with fear, my voice shaking. "You're
both sick!"

Laura shrugged, unbothered.

"We tried to do this the night you two fell down the stairs," she said, so casualy, like
we held no meaning to her. "But you had to lose your memory. Y ou see, fear makes it



better. All that adrenaline... pumps the blood. M akes the taste richer."

"Go to hell' | shouted, slamming my hands against the locked door. My fists stung,
but | didn't stop. "Mel, please! Don't listen to her. Please!”

Mel's hands were trembling now, the knife shaking as she clutched it tighter. Her lips
quivered, but her eyes wouldn't meet mine. "I'm sorry, Bree," she said, breaking. "I
just... I can't do this anymore."

| couldn't let this happen. | refused to let this happen.

| had to run. Turning on my heel, | sprinted out of the living room and toward the
bedroom. My feet sammed against the floor, the wooden boards creaking with each
step. Behind me, | heard Mel chasing, her breaths sharp and uneven. My heart felt
like it might escape, the pounding in my chest so loud it drowned everything else out.

| reached the bedroom and threw myself inside, slamming the door shut behind me.
My hands fumbled with the lock, twisting it until | heard the soft click. My knees hit
the floor beside the bed, and | reached for the phone on the nightstand. My fingers
were shaking so badly | could barely press the buttons, but | pressed number one.
Again and again.

Finally, hisvoice came through. "Bree, I'm amost there. Just hold on!"

"It might be too late," | whispered, tears choking my words. "Thor, | don't know if—"
"No," he cut me off. "I'll be there. Just hide, okay? Hide!"

Before | could answer, the door burst open. The lock shattered, and Laura stormed in,

dragging Mel by her hair. My stomach twisted. The knife had fallen from Mel's hand
and hit the floor with a dull clatter. Her face was red, streaked with tears, and she



didn't even try to fight back.

| screamed, so loudly, the sound ripping out of me before | could stop it. It wasn't just
fear, it was anger, grief, and desperation all at once.

"Bree!" Thor's voice crackled through the phone in my hand, but | couldn't respond. |
dropped it onto the floor as Laura stepped closer.

"Y our choice, Bree." She shoved Mel to her knees, gripping her hair tighter. "You or

her.

| took a step closer to Mel, my eyes searching hers, and she looked so lost, so sad.
She never truly lived, had never even known the world, and maybe, deep down,
neither had I. But still, | wanted her to have that chance. | wanted her to know
everything, to have everything. Even if it hurt me to admit that my promises had been
nothing but lies.

| stepped again, my voicerising. "Come and get me!"
Méel's cry shattered me, "Bree, no!" she yelled, her voice breaking. She shoved Laura

back, turning to me with tears in her eyes. "Run! The window... dide it to the side.
Go!"

"No!" | shouted back, the words cutting out of me. "Y ou're coming with me!"

She shook her head, her jaw tight, her hands trembling as she held Laura off. "This
time... it's my turn to protect you."

And then it happened. Laura twisted in her grip, the blade flashing. And it happened
too fast, too brutal, and the knife sliced across Mel's neck. And in the room, the only
sound was the gurgling noise of Mel drowning in her own blood.



She was gone. Mél was gone.

"Enough!” Laura screamed.

"Méel!" | staggered forward, my body screaming to go to her, but my legs refused to
move. Her blood was everywhere, staining the floor, her hands, my heart. She had
given herself for me. For me.

| had no choice. | forced my legs to move, spinning toward the window. My hands
fumbled, the cold air rushing in as | slid it open. | climbed through, my chest heaving,
my vision blurred by tears.

“No!" Lauratried to catch my hand, "Nooo!"

| didn't stop. My feet hit the frozen ground, and | ran. The sharp wind sliced my face,
and the snow crunched beneath my boots, but all | could hear was my heartbeat,
hammering like it wanted to tear itself free from my chest.

Behind me, footsteps. Fast. Closing in.

| pushed harder, my legs burning, my lungs raw from theicy air. My body begged me
to stop, but | couldn't. Not now. Not after what Mel had done. Every step forward felt
like it carried her with me, like stopping would mean leaving her behind. | wouldn't
do that. | couldn't.

The footsteps were right behind me now. | felt a hand grab the back of my shirt,
jerking me back. My body snapped backward, slamming into afirm chest.

| didn't think—I just fought. My arm swung out on instinct, my hand connecting with
a face. The blow made us both stumble, my feet catching on the snow. | tripped,
pulling him down with me, and we hit the ground hard, the icy cold biting into my



skin.

Then his hands were on my face. Firm. His voice cut through my panic, "Bree."

My eyes shot open. For a moment, all | saw was his face, his eyes, but one was icy
blue, the other chestnut brown. | froze, everything else was just falling away.

“Thor?' | whispered, my voice cracking. "You..." My throat tightened, the words
tangling together. "How?"

My hand lifted before | could stop it, brushing against his temple. My breath caught
as | stared into his mismatched eyes. "Your eyes... they're blue," | murmured, my

voice trembling, barely more than a breath.

"No," he said nervoudly, lifting himself off me. His voice was thin, uncertain.
"They're not," he added, looking away. "They're brown."

| stood up, steadying myself, my gaze fixed on him. He tilted his face, trying to avoid
my eyes.

"No," | said, pressing my palm against his cheek. | turned his face toward me, not
letting him escape. "Don't call me crazy, Thor. | know what | saw."

Hejust stared at me, silent. Hislips didn't move, not even to protest.

"You're him, aren't you?' | whispered, my voice trembling.

"I don't know what the hell you're talking about," he muttered, pushing my hand off
hisface. But theway he said it... It didn't sound convincing.

"You're Snowman," | said. "But how? How is that even possible?' Tearswelled up in



my eyes, spilling over before | could stop them.

"Fuck, Bree," he said, exhaling sharply, his hand dragging through his hair. "Maybe
you just want me to be."

"Look at me," | begged, my voice shaking. He tilted his head dightly but didn't meet
my eyes. "Look at me!" | shouted, the desperation clawing at my chest.

"No," he whispered, so quiet it was almost like he didn't say it at all. He turned his
back to me, his shoulders stifled.

"You stalked me," | said, stepping closer. My voice was tight, trembling with anger.
“Then you came into my home, pretending to be a cop. Y ou gave me that phone, but

why? Why?' My voice cracked. "So you could track me? Is that it?"

"No," he said again, still not turning around. His tone was flat, his back refusing to
give me anything.

"I trusted you," | said, choking on the words. Tears blurred my vision. "l still do," |
added, my voice dropping to a whisper.

His head moved slowly to the side. "What do you want from me?* he said with alow
growl. "I can't give you much."

My chest tightened, the pain twisting deeper.

"A hug."

My hand hovered above his back before | pressed my palm lightly against his coat.
My fingers trembled as they curled into it.



"A hug?' He finaly turned his head, his eyes narrowing as he scanned me. "That's
what you want?"

"Please," | said, meeting his eyes, tears still dliding down my cheeks.

His jaw tightened, his lips pressed into a firm line. Then, without a word, his hand
reached for my arm. He pulled me to him, our chests colliding. His arms wrapped
around me, pulling me in as though | belonged there. His head rested against mine,
his breath warm against my hair.

And | broke. My sobs came in waves, uncontrollable. | buried my face in his chest,
my tears soaking into his coat. | cried like | hadn't cried in years, each sound ripping
out of me as if it could tear the pain away. And with each sob, his arms tightened,
holding me closer, grounding me.

It was everything | didn't know | needed, just a hug that made the world disappear.
One that let me fall apart completely without fear. I'd never had this before. My first
kiss was stolen, my innocence taken. | had never been given something so simple.
But now, this hug was his, ours . And | could've stayed there forever.

He might be a monster. He might be made of ice. But right now, he felt more real
than anything else.

The tears kept falling, and with them, pieces of my heart. Everything | had lost,
today, yesterday, Mdl, it all came rushing in, crushing me.

Slowly, he eased his grip, pulling back just enough to see my face. His fingers
brushed my cheeks, wiping away the tears as his eyes met mine.

And then | saw them.



They weren't brown anymore.

They wereice blue.

His eyes. Blue.

| froze, my breath catching in my throat. My stomach twisted, and | felt my knees
weaken beneath me. How had | not noticed? How had | missed this?

He pushed me back dlightly, just enough to see my face. His hands brushed my
cheeks, wiping away the tears, his touch steady despite the storm in his eyes. | met
his eyes, those eyes. They were ice now, sharp and cold. He must have taken out his
contacts. | hadn't even noticed. | felt stupid for missing it. The icy blue of them
crushed with the ocean blue of mine, like it was meant to be.

My heart pounded in my chest, too fast, too loud. | felt it in my throat, my stomach
flipping in knots. My arms trembled as | held onto him, his stare was amost too
much. My lips parted, and | realized how close we were, close enough that | could
feel the soft warmth of his breath against my mouth.

"Y ou're my worst nightmare, Bree," he said.

His eyes didn't waver, as if searching for something in mine, even as he seemed to
lose himself in them. "Y ou're haunting me."

His lips brushed against mine as he leaned in, his whisper so warm. "But | wish |
could be your dream.”

| didn't wait. | pressed forward, my lips finding his. His mouth moved against mine,
his tongue thrusting inside, making my knees weak. It wasn't just a kiss, it was
everything, pulling me under his skin. | wrapped my arms around his neck, my



fingers twisting into his hair, holding him as tightly as | could. We kissed until we
were both out of breath and even then, neither of us wanted to stop.

When | finaly pulled away, gasping for air, | let my forehead rest against his
shoulder.

"What now?" | whispered, afraid of the answer.

He tilted his head, his breath brushing my ear. "Now," he said, his voice deeper,
growling, "now you're mine."

His.

The word settled over me, heavier and more real than it ever had before.

| was his.

Only his.
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EIGHTEEN
SNOWMAN
She sat in my car, quiet, but | could feel her anger, her pain. She knew now.

Every mask | had worn in front of her, every liel'd let her believe, she saw through it
al. She knew exactly who | was. And somehow, | felt relief. Like the weight pressing
on my chest for years had suddenly lifted. For the first time, | wasn't pretending.

But what she didn't know, what | couldn't let her know, was that | was driving her out
of town. Not to protect her, not redly. | had to hide her, lock her away for now. She
was vulnerable, and vulnerable people... they break too easily. | couldn't risk her
telling anyone. Not yet.

The road ahead was just a stretch of dark woods and endless asphalt. The headlights
carved out pieces of the night, but everything else blurred into shadow. The rumble of
tires, the silence in the car, it all seemed far away, as if we weren't there. Just echoes
of ourselves.

| looked over at her, just for a second. She was staring out the window, her face pale
and streaked with tears. Her shoulders trembled with quiet sobs.

Tonight, | won. But she? She lost everything.

"Bree," | hesitated.



| reached out, my hand finding her thigh. | gave it a small, reassuring squeeze. Her
body stiffened, but she didn't pull away. My hand nearly wrapped around her whole
thigh. She got so thin. She felt like she could break.

"I lost Mel," she whispered, her voice barely holding together. Her eyes stayed fixed
on the window. "Laura... she... shedlit her throat."

Her words hung in the air.

"What?' | turned to her, the car wobbling slightly on the road.

"And Joe," she continued, her voice cracking. "They had two little girls..." She
swallowed hard, her breath hitching. "They said they... they will eat her."

| blinked, my brain struggling to make sense of the words. "Eat her?' | repeated, my
voice harder now. My hands gripped the wheel, knuckles whitening. "What the hell
are you talking about?"

Her hands trembled, resting on her lap, and she let out another broken sob. | pulled
my hand back from her thigh and grabbed my phone, dialing Eric with one hand
while keeping the car steady with the other.

When he picked up, | didn't wait. "I have Bree," | said, my voice flat, controlled. "But
her sister's still in the house.”

"The younger one?' Eric asked. "Do you need backup?'

"Yeah," | said, looking at Bree. "But | need some time alone with him first."

"Want meto call Mother?'



| felt my jaw tighten at the mention of her. My grip on the wheel hardened, the
leather creaking under my fingers. "Tell her to meet me at the farm.”

| hung up, shoving the phone back into my pocket. Gripping the wheel with both
hands, | yanked it hard, spinning the car around. The tires screeched against the
frozen road, the smell of burning rubber filling the air. Bree gasped, holding the door
handle as the car swerved.

"Areyou out of your damn mind?* she shouted, looking at me.
"We have to go back," | said, my tone steady, but my foot pressed harder on the gas.
The car moved forward, the needle on the speedometer climbing. | looked at her, my

eyes locking with hers. "Do you trust me?’

She hesitated, her lips parting like she wanted to argue. But then she nodded, her red
eyes glistening. "Why do | feel like | shouldn't?*

| pressed my hand to her thigh again, this time holding her gaze. "Because you
shouldn't,” | said honestly.

After amoment, | added, "But tonight, you can."

Her lips trembled. "Why do you..." She hesitated, clearing her throat. "Why do you
kill people?’

Her question caught me off guard. For a second, | didn't say anything. | kept my eyes
on the road, the yellow lines blurring as | drove faster.

"When | was twenty-five," | said finally, my voice quieter now, "I was the youngest
detective on the force. My first case..." | stopped, exhaling sharply through my nose.
"It was a man who killed hiswife. They had a twelve-year-old boy at home."



"The guy was best friends with Jan Johansson,” | continued, looking at Bree. "The
guy walked. Case closed.”

"But how?" she asked, confused. "How does that happen?’

"Self-defense," | said bitterly. "There wasn't enough evidence to convict. He walked.
And when | went to the chief, angry as hell, you know what he told me?* | paused,
my jaw clenched. "He said | could walk away, pretend nothing happened, or they'd
make sure it was me who would take the fall."

"The point is, Bree, someone had to do something. Snowman... he's just a mask.
Most of thetime, | don't even remember what he does."

She hesitated. "Why did you kill that woman?"'

"She took a boy," | said, cutting her off. "Brought him here, abused him for years.
And her friend Donna? She knew. She covered it up like it was nothing."

Bree swallowed, the movement making her throat bob. Her voice cracked when she
spoke. "And why me?'

"Curiosity.” | locked my eyes with her just for a second, then looked away. "I never
planned to kill you, Bree. | just..." | let out a breath, trying to piece the thoughts
together. "1 just wanted to know you."

"Know me?' She let out a bitter laugh. "Y ou don't 'get to know' someone by scaring
the hell out of them."

"It was a mistake,” | admitted with a slight shrug. "An honest rookie mistake. It won't
happen again."



Sherolled her eyes and shook her head. "Because now you know me ."

"I don't." | turned toward her, tilting my head. "I still have no ideawho you are.”

She looked away. "Maybe that's for the best."

| didn't respond.

The silence between us stretched, filled only by the faint rumble of the tires on the
road. Up ahead, the farm came into view, and the sharp stink of pigs and horses stung
the air. It hit me like a slap, dragging me back to memories | tried so hard to bury.
Memories that never stayed buried.

The car slowed, bumping gently to a stop near the gate. | turned to Bree, catching her
eyes in the night. "We'll get our chance," | said quietly, reaching out to tilt her face
toward me.

She held my gaze for amoment before her eyesfell.

"Why did you stop calling me Birdie?' she asked, her eyes lingering on my mouth.

My jaw tightened as | let go of her face, my hands clenching into fists.

"Birdie?' My voice softened as | cupped her face again, my fingers trembling against
her skin. "When | heard him say it, | felt like | waslosing you."

| lied.
| didn't remember ever calling her that. The word had slipped out once, maybe twice,

when | was driving with Isak. He took it like it meant nothing. Like it was just a
word. But it wasn't. Not to her. Not to me now.



Her eyes filled with tears, one breaking free and sliding down her cheek. "He stole
my first kiss,” she whispered. "And | let him... because | thought he was Snowman."

Her words hit me hard, sharp. | leaned in, pressing my forehead to hers, trying to hold
her together.

Trying to hold myself together. "And | hate myself for it."

"I dways wanted it to be you ," she whispered, the words like a quiet confession. "I
know thisiswrong. All of it. But... | still want it."

Her breath mingled with mine, and | felt her hesitation, her vulnerability. My lips
brushed her forehead gently, lingering. "Doesit help if | say I've wanted it too? Since
thefirst day | saw you?'

A small, trembling smile formed on her lips as she wrapped her arms around me,
holding me close. "Just don't let go.”

"I won't," | promised, pulling her tighter against me. She rested her chin on my
shoulder, and we stayed like that, locked in a moment that felt almost real enough to
last.

Then, a sharp knock shattered everything. The thin glass of the car's window rattled,
the sound cutting through like a blade. She screamed, so loud, sending shivers down

my spine.

| turned, my heart pounding. Lena was standing there, her hands pressed flat against
the glass, her face close, peering in.

| reached for the door and pushed it open. She took a step back, serious. The cold air
rushed into the car, and | forced myself to meet her eyes.



"Hello, Mother."

"Y ou brought her here?' Her eyes darted to mine, questioning me.

"Yeah," | said quietly, meeting her gaze for a moment before turning back to the car.
| leaned inside. "Bree, come on out."

The car door opened softly, and Bree stepped out, her shoulders hunched. She moved
toward me, her fingers brushed against mine, tentative, before slipping into my hand.
She clung to me, staying slightly behind, her body so fragile and small in comparison
to mine.

"You," Lenasaid, her tone shifting as her eyes fixed on Bree.

Bree stepped further behind me, her grip on me tightening.

"Does she know?' Lena asked, looking at me.

| nodded, sliding my hand to Bree's back and pulling her closer. " She knows."

Lena's mouth pressed into a thin line, and then finally, she tilted her head toward the
house and said,"Comeinside."

We followed her down the path, the pig pens were alive with snorting, shuffling, and
the occasional squeal. The smell hit like a wave, harsh and overwhelming.

Bree raised her sleeve and covered her face with her hands, muffling a soft gag. |
reached for her hand again, gripping it as we continued walking.

The snow crunched with each step, the sound rhythmic, almost distracting. Up ahead,
the house came into view. It sat low, its wooden walls stained dark from years of



storms.

It looked smaller than | remembered, more worn, as if time had taken more from it
than the paint itself.

Lena pushed the door open and let it swing wide. Inside, a soft breath of warmth,
along with the faint smell of old wood and metal.

The space was cramped, with closed walls and worn furniture. A staircase in the
middle led to the bedrooms, while the kitchen and living room took up one space. It
was cluttered, not messy, but the whole place suggested that no one had cared for it
for along time.

The radio on the counter crackled, a buzz of static broadcasting the news. My gaze
fell on a framed photograph on the far wall, the black-and-white image faded, the
faces dlightly blurred with age. Bree looked at it without saying a word. She paused
before the picture, staring at it with wide eyes. Her breath misted the glass as she
leaned closer, squinting as if she recognized someone.

| moved and stood behind her, my hands brushing her shoulders. She was stiff under
my touch but didn't pull away. "I have to go," | said softly, leaning down. "You'll be

safe with Lena."

She didn't speak, just nodded, her arms folding around herself. She sat down in the
chair beneath the photo, her head tilted down.

| stepped back, turning toward Lena. | pulled my phone from my pocket and handed
it to her. "Call me," | said ssimply.

She took it without aword, and the expression on her face was still unreadable.



| turned back toward the door, my boots scuffing against the floor. | didn't look at
Bree. | couldn't. Her silence stayed with me as | walked away.

My hand gripped the doorknob, the radio went from humming to sound, and a sharp
voice came out, reporting; "In the woods near 1sla, police discovered a burned cottage
containing the remains of a young woman in her twenties. Authorities have identified
her as Ingrid Berg, missing since 2001. Detective Isak Skalsgard confirmed the case
Is being reopened, with new evidence suggesting a seria killer known as 'Snowman,'
believed to be aman in hisfifties or sixties, may have accomplices."

| tilted my head toward them, frowning. "Fifty?' | said, the word coming out sharper
than | meant. "And who the hell is Ingrid?

Lena raised her eyebrows and let out a low laugh. "Oh, boy. You're in trouble,” she
said, shaking her head. "Maybe call Erik and get to work, Thor."

| sighed, trying to ignore the sinking feeling in my chest.

"Yeah," | muttered.

| stepped out the door, hesitating. Bree was still there, watching me.

| hated | was leaving her behind, but | couldn't make this about her right now. |
couldn't even look at her as | shut the door behind me.

The yard was the same disaster it always was, scraps scattered across the ground like
no one had bothered to clean up in years. | shoved my hands in my pockets, moving
through the mess as | headed for the car.

As soon as | sat inside, | grabbed my work phone off the passenger seat, flipping it
over to see Erik's name on the missed call. | pressed to call him back.



"Chief called usal in," Erik said the second he picked up. "See you at the station."

The line went dead before | could even grunt areply.

The police station was surprisingly large for a small town. Three stories high, it
seemed amost out of place. The first floor held the reception area and cells, the
second floor held the chief's office and arow of desks for detectives and officers, and
the third floor was quieter, mostly for officers dealing with paperwork. And outside,
in a separate building nearby, were the lab and the coroner's office.

| went inside and climbed the stairs to the second floor, feeling eyes on me with every
step | took. The building had that smell of stale coffee, stale air, and the faintest trace
of bleach. When | reached the room, everyone's attention was not on me, but on the
transparent board with evidence and clues about the Snowman serial killer. The chief
stood in front with Donna, the coroner. And their faces said it all, their eyes rimmed
with red, an exhaustion that was deeper than a bad dream.

On the clear board behind them were the photos; of Josh, Vic, Sigrid, and Ingrid,
strings of notes and crime scene photos surrounded their faces.

| kept moving forward, weaving through desks until | reached Isak and Erik. They
nodded as | joined them, and when the chief noticed me, he gave a quick nod to the
officer at the door. Without aword, the man left, the door clicking shut behind him.

"Now that we're al here," the chief began, "let's get started.”

He turned to the board, picking up a marker, but the way he held it told me his mind
was elsewhere. | leaned toward Erik, lowering my voice. "What's going on?"

He shrugged, his eyes glued to the board. "Y ou'll see.”



The chief wrote something on the board, then stopped. When he turned, in red was a
sketch of the snowman, like a mocking signature.

"What do we know about this guy?' he asked.

Isak raised his hand, but the chief just sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose. "Isak,
for God's sake, thisisn't school. Just talk."

"Right." Isak cleared his throat and stepped forward. "He hunts at night, and every
victim has a record. The first one we found was dumped by the road. She killed two
teenagersin acar accident back in 2003."

"We thought it was a truck driver at first," a woman stepped in. Her hair was pulled
back neatly, and she looked like she hadn't slept in days. | didn't recognize her. She
was new. "He was moving south to north, so it made sense at the time. But none of
these victims are random. He picks them."

"He cuts his victims into small pieces," someone in front added, "leaving trails and
pieces of them for usto find."

"Heiscold and calculated,” the woman said, "and he will do it again.”
The chief's voice broke in, colder now. "He's been taunting us for years. Playing
some hero, deciding who deserves to live or die. But we still don't have a damn clue

who this bastard is."

"He's local,” the woman cut in, arms crossed tightly. "No one else would know the
areathiswell."

Donna stepped forward. "There's a pattern,” she said. "The way he cuts his victims...
it's not random. He's skilled. Trained. It's surgical. Every single one of them was



drained of blood, clean, controlled. And torture?' She paused, looking around the
room. "That's personal.”

For a moment, no one spoke.

The silence that followed was stifling. Everyone stared at the board, at the drawing of
a snowman, as if it might suddenly tell us something we hadn't seen before. The
chief's shoulders slumped as he stared at it, exhaustion written all over hisface.

"Do you think he's searching for something?' | broke the silence. "Or is he just
Interrogating them for what they've done?"

"Yes," the woman replied without hesitation. "l think he's acting like a judge, pushing
for confessions. And once he gets them? He kills them."

She stood up again and turned towards the room, | felt like she was looking for himin
the room.

"There are four types of seria killers,” she said, counting them off on her fingers.
"Visionary. Mission-oriented. Hedonistic. Power/control-driven. But this one?' She
paused, letting the words sink in. "He doesn't fit into any of those. He's all of them
mixed into one."

She walked to the board, picked up a marker, and began to write. Each word came
slow: Experienced. Antisocial. Dissociative.

She turned back to face us, pointing to the words as she spoke.
"He's experienced. He's antisocial. And he likely has a split personality.” Her eyes

moved across the room like she was daring someone to argue. "He might think he's a
doctor," she added.



Wrong.

"Or," she went on, "he could believe he's on a military mission."

So wrong.

"Maybe," she mused, her voice softer now, "he's an abused girl trying to avenge her
past.”

So fucking wrong.

"Or maybe," she said, changing her tone, "he doesn't fully understand what he's
doing. He has a good face, a part that feels guilty, alows him to justify it, and a bad
face that picks on people he thinks are bad, deserving of punishment."”

Bingo.

Erik leaned back in his chair with a smirk, glancing at me before turning to her. "If
that's the case," he asked, "how do you explain the snowmen?"

She tilted her head, thinking. "Maybe even a third face, a child,” she said camly.
"Building snowmen is his way of creating something he lost in childhood. Or maybe

something he never had."

"So, what you're saying is," | said, leaning forward, "this guy is lonely, sad,
desperate, and old? Isn't that half the population of Iceland?’

A ripple of laughter broke through the room.

"Thisisn't ajoke," she snapped, her voice cutting through the noise. "l was sent here
to profile this man because none of you have been able to close this case. Ten years,



and it's still open.”

Ten years?

"What about his latest victim?' | asked after a pause, trying to get the conversation
back on track. "Does she fit the profile?"

She paused, her jaw tightening, her eyes narrowing dightly. When she finally
answered, her voice was flat. "No. She doesn't.”

"We think someone saw the cabin burning and decided to throw the body into the
flames," Donna said, her voice low, almost resigned. " She was already dead, at least a
year before the fire." She paused, shaking her head. "And the bastard left nothing.
Not atrace."

Again silence, then a few murmurs rippled through the team, fragmented whispers
that didn't dare take form. Then the chief broke through it, his voice cutting.

"That bastard took my son,” he said, his tone cold and steady, though his fist
tightened on the desk. "And I'm going to make him pay."

No one said a word. We didn't have to. Everyone knew what was left unsaid.
Everyone knew that if Josh's case file weren't covered by his father, it'd be as thick as
the Bible.

"You're dismissed,” the chief barked, waving us off without looking up.
We left quietly, the tension following us into the hallway. Erik and | walked together

to my desk. He dropped into the chair across from me, flashing that crooked smile he
always wore when he was about to cause trouble.



"Where are your contacts?' he asked, leaning back as if he had al the time in the
world. His smile widened. "Does she know?"'

"Just bits and pieces,”" | said, opening my desk drawer. | pulled out a small box and
opened it. Shoving the contactsin, | blinked afew times, feeling the familiar sting.

" went to see Joe," Erik said suddenly, histone shifting like he was letting me in on a
joke. "He's at his house." He paused, the grin returning. "Well, technically your
house. He doesn't know that part.”

"Does he know it was you?' | asked, trying to sound casual as | shut the drawer.

Erik leaned forward, resting his elbows on my desk. "I wore your mask. Don't
worry," he said, glancing away for a moment as if weighing his next words. "l got
there just in time for the younger one, though. She's in the hospital."

| scanned him, waiting for more, but he hesitated, his eyes dropping to the floor.

"I need to tell you something,” he said finally, his voice softer than before.

"What?' | asked, leaning forward slightly, my pulse quickening.

Before he could answer, Isak's voice broke through, startling both of us.

"I just came back from the hospital," he said, approaching my desk. His face was
tight, his jaw clenched. "l asked about Bree, but they said she'd already left. Do you

two know anything about that?"*

| let out a dry chuckle, turning to face him. "Why would we know? She's your
girlfriend."



"Do you have her address?' Isak asked, ignoring the jab. His voice cracked.

| looked at Erik, who raised an eyebrow. "We do," Erik said slowly, "but we can't
giveit to you. You'retoo closeto this. It's personal.”

|sak's shoulders dropped slightly, but his voice didn't waver. "Then call her. Please. |
need to talk to her."

"Why?" | asked, my tone sharpening.

Isak leaned in, whispering. "l think she believes I'm the Snowman. | need to clear that
up before the new profiler drags her in and paints me as the prime suspect.”

The room seemed to get smaller. Erik shifted in his chair, the grin on his face curved
at the corner of his mouth.

"Oh," | said. My gaze didn't leave Isak's face. " Should we be suspecting you?"
"No, man, | swear," he said, his voice jittery, barely keeping it together. Erik stepped
in closer, resting a heavy hand on his shoulder. The grip tightened just enough to

make a point.

| ignored them and pulled out my phone, pressing my number. The call connected
after a couple of rings.

"This is Detective Thor Karlsson," | said, keeping it formal. "May | speak with
Bree?'

"What's this about, you shmuck ?' Lena snapped, clearly unimpressed. "But yeah,
hold on. She's here."



There was a muffled rustle, and then Bree's voice came through, soft. "Hi."

"Hey, Bree," | said."How are you?"

She paused, and for a second, | thought the call had dropped. Then, quietly, "Bad.
I'm... waiting for you."

| closed my eyes, took a breath, and focused. "l need to ask you something. Be
honest, okay?"

"Okay," she whispered.

"Detective Isak wantsto see you," | said. "Do you want me to give him your address?
It's completely up to you."

"No." Her voice cracked, but the word came out firm. "Please, Thor. | don't want to
see him again.”

"Got it," | said. "Thanks for letting me know. Goodbye, miss..."

Miss you.

The thought hovered in my head as | hung up, but | didn't let it stick. There wasn't
time for that now.

| turned to Isak, who had been standing nearby, arms crossed like he owned the room.
"She said her family's out of town tonight. Y ou can stop by tomorrow morning.”

"Right," he said, a smirk creeping across his face. "Perfect."

"I'll send you her address half an hour before,” | added, keeping my tone clipped.



"Thank you." He gave a dlight nod, then turned and walked off, his footsteps fading
into the background.

| looked at Erik, who had been watching everything without aword. "We have to go,"
| told him.

He stood and grabbed his coat from the back of the chair. No words, just a quick nod.
We had a plan.
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| sat in the corner of the dark living room, my knees pulled to my chest. The air felt
so heavy, thick with the smell of mold, smoke, and lingering animal fur, maybe.
Lena's soft humming sang faintly as she moved through the house, lighting candles
one by one. Their light cast long shadows across the room, making it even smaller,
and more stifling.

| looked around, my eyes catching on the framed photos on the walls. Images of her
and Thor's family stared back at me, their faces stood frozen in time. | couldn't
connect it, any of it, no matter how hard | tried. Never in amillion yearswould | have
guessed the woman who greeted Joe and Laura, on the day we arrived, was Thor's
mother.

Was this his house all along? If it was, he only told me haf of the story, or maybe
even less.

| looked toward the kitchen. There were papers everywhere, sticky notes taped on
surfaces, each with scribbled words as reminders. They didn't feel random, and Lena
didn't seem like the kind of woman who forgot things often. | knew there was
something else behind it. The whole house was like a puzzle as if every creak of the
floorboards and every whisper of air contained some piece with a degper meaning.

| shivered and wrapped my arms around myself tighter.



The place felt alive in a way that made my skin crawl. | lowered my head, pressing
my face into my arms, letting the tears come quietly. My chest burned with the
weight of it all.

Soft footsteps came closer.

"Why tears?' Lena said camly, aimost detached.

| looked up, meeting her eyes, sharp and cold. She saw right through me.

"If you miss him," she said, lighting a pipe and slipping it between her lips, "he won't
be back soon." She lowered herself into a wooden chair, crossing her legs. Smoke
curled around her face as she leaned back, and exhaled.

"[..." My throat tightened, and | swallowed hard. "l lost my sister today."

Her hand paused close to her face, the pipe resting just shy of her lips. She didn't
react the way | expected, no pity or shock. Instead, she scanned my face like she was

turning my words over in her mind, expecting something else from me.

"When you're in pain," she said after a long moment, "it's better to keep your mind
busy. Ask me anything. I'll answer. Maybe it'll take your mind off her."

| nodded, but my thoughts felt like a scattered glass all over me. There were so many
questions | wanted to ask, but none of them formed. My eyes moved back to the
kitchen, to the yellow sticky notes dotting the walls and counters.

"Why all the notes?" | asked finally, looking back at her.

Lena didn't answer right away. Instead, she stood, taking the candle from the table
with her.



"Come with me," she said, the pipe still between her teeth.

| followed her to the stairs near the entrance. She led the way, slowly moving, one
hand holding the wooden railing. Each step groaned under her, the sound so sharp in
the stillness around us. The air got colder as we reached the last step, and my heart
panicked just alittle.

At the bottom of the stairs, she stopped in front of a door and pushed it open. The
room inside felt so dark, with low light. | could still see the sticky notes, they were
everywhere. The walls were covered with them, a sea of yellow squares scrawled
with handwriting that ranged from neat to hurried.

Lena moved to a lamp in the corner, using the candle to light it. The warm glow lit
the room, and she turned back to me.

"How much do you know about Thor?' she asked.

| hesitated. "I know about Snowman," | said finally, my voice barely steady. "If that's
what you mean."

Her lips twitched like she might smile, but the expression never fully slipped to her
lips. "No," she said.

She plucked a sticky note from the wall and handed it to me. The paper was flimsy
between my fingers.

"I knew Thor was different from an early age" she said. "He used to have
nightmares, and when he woke up, things would just disappear. Sometimes it was just

small objects that he moved without remembering. Sometimes it was more than that.”

"Sleepwalking?' | asked, staring at the note in my hand. The words on it were so far



away as if they weren’'t meant for me to see. Mommy: No. Erik: No. Dad: Yes. Joe:
Yes.

Lena reached over, gently tugging the paper from my fingers. She folded it back into
itself, then set it down where it had been.

"No," she said quietly, shaking her head. "He wasn't deepwalking."

"Why is Joe's name on there?' My knees felt weak as | lowered myself onto the first
step of the staircase, the wood creaking under me.

She hesitated, her lips pressed tight before the words slipped out. "When Thor turned
seven, the blackouts got worse. And his behavior... shifted. One night, | asked him
who he was."Her voice broke, and her eyes were distant as if she was reliving it.

"And he told me, 'Mommy, I'm 1 Snjokarl.
The name hit me. " Snjokarl?" | repeated, testing the word.

Showman.

Lena nodded, her gaze lowering to her hands. "I had him write alist of everything in
the house. Everything! So that when he became Snjokarl, hed know where to put
things back. | knew something was wrong, but his father..." She clenched her jaw, her

tone hardening. "He didn't believe in doctors. He believed in The Family ."

| felt my stomach twist. "Are you saying Thor doesn't know?' My voice cracked.
"That he's... Snowman?’

Lenalooked at me sharply, her expression solemn. "Oh, Thor knows. He had aways
known. But Snjokarl doesn't. He believes he's here to fix the world."”



Her words sent a chill through me. "But why is Joe on the list, Lena?' My voice
dropped, trembling.

She let out a shaky breath, like the words were clawing their way out. "Joe is Thor's
stepbrother," she said softly. "My husband's first child."

She rose from the chair, moving to a drawer where she pulled out another piece of
paper. This one was older, worn at the edges, with two names crossed out— Joe and
Dad.

She turned to face me, her face still cold, without any emotion. "Thor was abused,"
she said in alow voice. "Hisfather... he did things to him. And Joe? Joe helped.”

A tear dipped down my cheek, unbidden, and everything he had been through
pressed on my chest until | couldn't breathe. All | wanted was to wrap my arms
around him, to tell him he wasn't broken, that maybe, we could figure this out
together.

" Snjokarl protected Thor," Lena continued, her voice trembling now. "But as he
grew, as life kept throwing darkness at him, Snjokarl changed too. He became...
darker."

| swallowed hard, forcing out the question. "What is The Family , Lena?"

She drew in a deep breath, staring at the floor. "My husband started it in 1986," she
said. "Back then, it was just seven of us. But people kept joining. The worst kinds of
people. They would come, and then... they would disappear. The whole town
suspected us. But no one said anything. Then the famine hit, and people were
starving. Y et somehow, my husband always had meat."

Shefell silent for amoment. "That's when | figured it out. We weren't eating animals,



we were eating them. The missing members."

| felt bile risein my throat. Her words were so plain, so cold, almost unreal.

"A few of us survived on plants, berries... scraps,” she went on. "But most left. |
stayed. | gave birth to Erik. Then Thor. And in the end, it was just the four of us. And

Joe."

| stared at her, my stomach churning. "You're saying Joe was part of the cult? All of
you?"'

Her eyesflicked to me, and for a second, | thought | saw regret there, but she was still
cold. "When my husband died, Joe left," she said. "But | think he took you and your

sister because he wanted to start over. To finish what my husband started.”

"I'm going to puke,” | said, my hands pressing against my lips. My stomach churned,
my chest tight. "I feel sick.”

"We never thought Joe would come back," she said, standing slowly, like the words
themselves were pulling her up.

"Why did you tell me al this?' | shouted, my voice cracking as| stood. "Why?"

She raised her arms, her scars etched deep against her skin. "These," she said quietly,
" Snjokarl did this."

"He won't hurt me,” | said, my body sinking, amost folding in on itself. "He
wouldn't."

"You're his type," her voice cut through me, the same words she told me when we
first met. Her gaze was heavy, unwavering. "Broken. Beautiful. Easy to manipulate.”



"No," | said, shaking my head. "He..."

"He would," she snapped, her eyebrows shooting up, her tone rising sharp. "And he
will. You have to run. This time, you can't hesitate. Run fast. Change your name,
your address, your hair—everything."

"No," my voice was breaking, tears falling. | felt them drip off my chin. "I'll wait. |
have to."

"You stupid, stupid girl," she spat, her face twisting in frustration. "You can't save
him. No one can."

"Evenif | can't," | choked on my own words"I'll keep trying."

She stared at me for a moment, her shoulders tense, before she let out a long, harsh
breath. "Fine," she said, turning away. "Y our funeral, not mine."

| slumped onto the steps as she walked upstairs, her footsteps fading behind me. |
didn't look after her. | couldn't. My eyes just scanned sticky notes plastered all over
thewalls. They called to me, | needed to know.

| stood up, drawn to them, and started counting. One by one, tracing their edges,
feeling the paper under my fingertips. | needed something to hold onto, even if the
truth was hard to hear. | counted one hundred and one pieces just on one side of the
wall.

My chest felt tight. My heart was sinking. | searched for something—anything—that
could explain him. | was desperate to find the boy he used to be, the one his father

had hurt. | wanted to see aclue, acrack, apiece of him that | could fix.

He had two faces. One soft, warm, and full of care. The other, cold and distant, cruel.



| told myself that if both of those faces cared for meif | could keep both, I'd be safe.

But deep down, | wasn't so sure anymore.

An hour had passed. | was curled up on the bench by the wall downstairs, hugging
my knees to my chest. Lena had gone out and still hadn't come back. Around me was
nothing but silence, broken only by the faint creaks of the walls behind. My eyes
stung from crying, my throat raw, and exhaustion pulled at me. But | couldn't rest.
Not yet.

| heard the door open. My heart jumped, but | didn't move. | stayed curled up, too
drained to care, even as heavy footsteps thudded against the floor. Only when they
grew closer did | open my eyes and sit up.

He was there, standing at the top of the stairs. His white shirt was stained with blood,
stains, and spots dark against the white. His hair was slicked back, damp, and messy,
and his eyes weren't the same. They were darker like something inside him had died.
He held awhite plastic mask in his hand, the edges of it stained with blood.

For amoment, he didn't move. He just looked at me, his chest rising and falling, short
breaths. Then he took a step forward, and another, until he was in front of me.
Without a word, he pulled me into his arms. My head rested against his chest, and
despite the blood, the smell, everything, | clung to him like he was the only thing left
in my world.

My stomach twisted in knots. How could | fall for someone like this? Someone born
to destroy, to kill? Someone who could so easily hurt me?

| pulled back just enough to see his face, my hand pressing lightly against his chest. |
needed to see his eyes, to find something in them, anything. My breath hitched as |
looked up at him. His icy blue eyes met mine, and for a second, | thought | saw



something soft beneath the surface. But the metallic smell of blood hovered at the tip
of my nose, sharp and suffocating. My gaze flicked to the mask in his hand. It wasn't
him, but it was. The face he showed me never changed, but the masks always did.

"Lenasaid,” he started, "you know."

My throat clenched as tears rolled down my cheeks. "How could | know..." | couldn't
compl ete the thought.

"Who should you choose?' he said, sliding his hands to grab my face. His touch was
kind, and his fingers brushed the tears off my cheeks.

"No," | said softly, my voice cracking. "Who you are?"

His eyes softened, just enough to make me want to believe him.

"Bree," he paused, "1 will be whoever you need me to be." "But no matter who | am, |
will always choose you."

| leaned in again. "I'm so tired,” | said. "I don't think | can fight anymore."

His arms tightened around me, holding me up, and | was slowly falling apart. "Then
let me fight for you." He leaned back just enough to look into my eyes. "Just don't
give up, Bree. Not on yourself."

"I'm not giving up, | just..." | whispered, my eyes closing as | tried to steady myself.
"I know I've been through alot. Méel's had it worse. You've had it worse." My eyes
opened slowly, locking onto his. "l can't even compare the pain or the hurt... but I'm
so damn tired." The tears came again, slipping down my cheeks. "I should be grateful
| survived. | know that. But I'm not. | feel like... like | already lost the fight."



His eyebrows pulled together as he looked at me, his grip tightening just enough to
ground me.

"Stop,” he said. "Stop ripping yourself apart because another person's grief appears
different. Everyone has their own troubles. It doesn't make yours any less."

"Fuck, Bree." He ran a hand through his hair, his frustration bubbling over. "You
matter. If not to anyone else... you matter to me. Don't you get that?'

| shook my head, my voice trembling as | whispered, "I'm not enough. I'm not whole.
| don't know if someone as broken as me can do anything but make it worse. I'm
scared... scared that I'll hurt you, or ruin whatever thisis."

"I don't need saving," he said as he pulled me closer. His arms were tight around me,
and | could fedl the strength behind his words. "Y ou can't save me, Bree. Even if you

tried. And you won't ruin anything. Trust me, you couldn't.”

The tears came harder now, and | tried so hard to see his face through the blur. My
voice cracked as | asked, "Can you fix me?"

"You don't need to be fixed," he said, his hand brushing against my cheek, wiping
away the tears asfast asthey came. "Y ou just need to be loved.”

Loved.

How could | even think about love when | felt so empty? What was left of me to
love? Could he even love someone like me? Could anyone?

| loved before. Now, | am wounded. | don't know how to protect myself. | don't even
know if | want to.



| was lost. Completely lost.

1. Snjokarl- Snowman
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TWENTY
SNOWMAN

| once heard someone say that some people die at twenty-five, we just wait until
they're seventy-five to bury them. Looking at her now, her shattered pieces scattered
like glass—I could seeit. She was dying, and she was only nineteen.

| knew that feeling too well. I'd died a long time ago, back when | learned how to
abandon my feelings and start over. | knew what it was like to wake up each day not
remembering who | was yesterday, let alone what 1’d done to make today any better.
The truth was something 1’d buried deep, waiting for someone else to dig it out of
me.

But her? She was so fragile, so painfully breakable. | caught myself wishing—just for
a moment—that her pain was on the outside. If only there were wounds on her skin
instead of the ones carved into her heart. At least then | could patch her up with a
bandage and tell her she'd be okay. But a wounded heart isn't that smple. It takes
time, and I... | needed her now.

A single tear dlipped down her cheek, and | brushed it away with my thumb. Her skin
was cold against my hand.

"Erik can take you to the hospital,” | said softly. "To see Mel. She madeit.”

"She did?' Her voice trembled, disbelief clouding her face. But then, just barely, a
smile tugged at the corner of her lips, fragile.



"Do you want to see her?' | asked, my hand gently cradling her face. "We reached
her parents. They’re taking her home on Friday."

Her gaze dropped to the floor, her smile fading as quickly as it had come. "Maybe |
shouldn’t," she murmured. "Maybe... maybeit’ll just hurt her more."

| leaned closer and pressed a kiss to her forehead. "How about you decide later?' |
said, my voice low. "l need to finish something first, but I’ [l be back soon. Okay?"

She nodded, her eyes still fixed on the floor. "Okay," she whispered. "Okay."

"I know I’m not the person you wanted or needed,” | whispered against her lips, my
voice breaking. "But I'll try my best to make you feel better. Fuck, Bree, I'll try."

She leaned back against my chest, her eyes fluttering shut as if the weight of the
world was finally pulling her down. | let her rest there for a moment, breathing in the
quiet between us before | gently pushed her away. My gaze drifted to the wall, to the
sticky notes plastered in uneven rows. One caught my eye, a memory | wished |
could burn, and it sent a shiver down my spine. Swallowing hard, | pressed my lipsto
her forehead one last time, and then | turned and | eft.

| had to leave. | just had to.

The door creaked as | approached, its worn wood carved with grooves and scratches,
traces of a childhood | had spent trying to forget. The faint scent lingered with the
cold air seeped through the cracks, and Lena and Erik were waiting outside.

Lena rocked in an old chair, her pipe glowing faintly as she exhaed, the smoke
curling like a ghost against the midnight sky. Erik leaned against the fence, staring
into the barn, his face as blank as the snow around us.



"What's the plan?' Lena asked, her eyes narrowing as she looked me over. "We've
gotta be smart about this."

"No oneis coming for him," Erik said without looking at her. His gaze shifted to me,
his head tilting slightly. "Y ou know that, right?"

| met his eyes and nodded.

"So?' | said. "Shall we?”

Without waiting for an answer, | started to walk toward the barn.

The snow blanketed the property in a suffocating white silence, broken only by the
crunch of our boots as we trudged through the dirty path leading to the barn. The only
tracks were ours from moments earlier when we dragged Joe here. Now, we were
leaving a second set, marking our way.

Inside, the air was foul. The stench of pus hit me first, nauseating, forcing my
stomach to flip. | winced but kept walking. None of us spoke, we didn’t need to. This
wasn't the time for words, more for answers.

The barn had the weak light from the open window casting long, uneven shadows
across the frozen floor. Joe sat slumped in achair at the center, his shirt half-open, his
skin pale and slick with sweat despite the cold. Blood dripped from his face, staining
the wooden boards beneath him, but he still managed to grin. A twisted, mocking
stretch of his lips sent rage boiling in my chest. His half-lidded eyes fixed on me as |
approached, unblinking, defiant.

In the corner, Laura was crumpled and still, her wrists tied in knots and her face
slack. She hadn’t woken yet—hadn’t seen what was coming. | swallowed the lump in
my throat and clenched my fists. | wasn't hesitant. Not anymore.



As | stepped closer, Joe let out ajagged laugh. It was mean, cruel, and utterly devoid
of guilt for anything he'd done. Lena moved silently behind me, shutting the barn
door with a heavy thud. She moved to the old heater beside the stalls, a piece of trash
from when this barn held cows and horses, and turned it on. Joe's laughing drowned
out the slight click and hum of the heater.

| laughed with him, folding my arms as | stared down at his broken face. For a
moment, the sound of our laughter tangled with the cold. Then he stopped, his voice
cutting sharply. "What's so funny?"

| tilted my head, mirroring him. "What's so funny?* | repeated, mocking him.

His body moved against the ropes, muscles straining as he spat out, "I'll kill you!"

“I'll kill you!" I repeated, crouching low. My hand hovered over his knees, a knife
glinting in my grip.

"Fuck you!" he snarled, trying to jerk away, but he was tied too tightly.

"Fuck you!" | said, my voice calm as | plunged the blade into his knee.

The scream ripped out of him like a wild beast, primal and shaking through the barn.
| twisted the knife, seeing the sorrow spread through his body, the way his head
swung back, veins bursting at his neck. Behind us, Laura screamed through the chaos,
begging to stop.

"Now," | said, pulling the knife back an inch before leaning closer to his face, "tell
me." | tilted my head back and forth, watching the beads of sweat streak through the

pores on his skin. "Why did you come back?'

"Why would | tell you a damn thing?' he shouted, saliva flying from his mouth as he



glared up at me.

"Why not?" | chuckled, standing and strolling toward the heater Lena had turned on.

Its coils glowed faintly now, the heat pouring outward in shimmering waves across
the chilly barn air. Joe's face was covered with sweat, and his body trembled. | let the
heat develop while | crossed the room to where my father's branding irons stood on
the wall. My fingertips brushed over one of them, the chilly iron imprinted with the
words "Property of T.K."

| pulled it down, firmly gripping the handle, then dragged it back near the heater and
rested the branding iron against it to allow the metal to absorb the heat. The scent of
rust and growing warmth soaked into the barn. Then | bent down again, my knife
striking his knee once again.

"Why are you here?' | asked with alow voice, amost bored, as | pushed the blade in
deeper. His scream came immediately, jagged and high-pitched. Blood poured from
the wound in thick, dark streams, pooling beneath his leg. He was shaking now, his
body failing him as consciousness began to slip away.

Before he could say anything, a desperate voice cut through towards us.

"We were called!" Laura screamed. "Please, stop!”

| froze, my head snapping toward her. Her face was pale, streaked with tears, her tied
hands trembling as she tried to sit up.

"By who?' | demanded, my eyes till fixed on Joe, who was slumping forward, his
head lolling. His breaths came shallow and uneven, his eyes rolling slowly back as
his body sagged against the chair.



| leaned to the side, my eyes narrowing on Laura. Her sobs echoed faintly in the barn,
breaking by hiccups and gasps. She was a mess but was awake, and most importantly
she had answers.

"I don't know," she said. "There was a riddle, and an article from 2006 showing us
with Mel and Bree. Whoever sent it threatened to publish our address if we didn't
come back."

"Why did you kidnap the girls?' | asked and slowly moved closer to her.

Her gaze dropped, her voice barely above a whisper. "Their parents were the ones
who left the cult. Joe wanted them to pay." Her breath hitched as tears streamed down
her face. "But he changed after." She broke into sobs. "He gave them blue pills...

brought other cult membersinto their rooms."

| froze, her words dlicing through me. "What the fuck, Laura?' My voice cracked.
"And you just watched ?"

Her quivering fingertips reached up to her shoulder, exposing a familiar jagged scar.
My breath seized my throat, | recognized the mark. It was my father's mark.

"You..."

The memory surged forward, her face, younger, softer, in the sunlight at the park. She
was the one who wanted to play with me when | was twelve.

"How?' The question escaped before | could stop it. Behind me, Joe's gurgling
breaths grew louder, stirring faintly to consciousness.

Laura's body shuddered as she spoke. "lvar branded me. He kidnapped me the day
after | saw you at the park in '94." Her voice cracked, barely holding together. "From



then on, he fed me with human meat and tortured me. And when he got bored, he
handed me to Joe." She collapsed into sobs. "After that, | had no choice. | depended
on Joe. The only food | could eat... was what he gave me."

My fists clenched, nails biting into my palms. "You," | growled, barely able to
contain the fury coursing through me. "You, who knew firsthand what it was like...
why the fuck did you let him hurt them? Huh?' My voice exploded in aroar. "You
disgust me."

"Because | wanted them to pay, al of them!" she shouted, her voice breaking. "Every.
Single. One of them. No matter who they were!"

| turned to Erik, his eyes meeting mine. Without a word, he grabbed Laura by the
arm, hoisting her off the ground. She thrashed and screamed, but he dragged her to
the door and left, closing the door behind him.

Lena stepped forward, her lips curling into a smile. She picked up the red, hot iron
brand and pressed it into Joe's cheek with a sickening sizzle. His scream ripped, and
all | could smell was burning flesh in the air.

| grabbed a pair of frayed cables hanging near the window, my mind racing. Sparks
flew when | brought them near the heater, crackling. Joe's body shook fiercely as |
put them on his neck, his eyes flying wide.

"This," | said, leaning in close, "iswhat | call shock therapy. Minus the therapy."

Lena laughed. "Be quick, son,” she said as she strode to the door. "The pigs are
hungry." She slammed it shut behind her, leaving us in the darkened barn.

Joe's eyes darted frantically. "Pigs?' His voice cracked with panic. "How? You
wouldn’t—"



| crouched down, grabbing him by the collar. "Answer me first," | hissed, my voice
cold. "Do you know who sent the letter?”

"I don’'t!" he stammered, his face pale, his words tumbling over each other. "But I... |
can tell you what wasin it!"

"Then speak, idiot!"

"I know where you dwell, where you wander and stray, At the end of the road, far,
frosty homes lay. Two diamonds you claimed, their gleam met your eye, But their
truth bears a weight — do you know why? Before snow's first knock, the prodigal
must roam, Back to where it all started, to finally call home."

He recited each sentence, his voice cutting through my thoughts like a knife. With
every word, something deep inside me woke up, something | had tried to suppress for
so long. Could it be? Could | have been the one to send the letter? Had | lost the
control | fought so hard to keep?

The thought clawed at the edges of my mind, but | pushed it down, telling myself |
was fine. | had to be. In atwisted way, | felt grateful. If | hadn’t done this, | wouldn’t
have met Bree. | wouldn’'t have known about her. And now, it felt like everything
was finally coming to an end | never dared to imagine.

"Do you know who it was?' | asked as | reached over and turned off the heater.

"I don’'t know!" he said, panic written into every line of hisface. "But you have to let
me go—yYyou haveto!"

| laughed, low and bitter. "And why the fuck would | do that?"

"Because..." He grinned, the corners of his mouth curling. "I met someone, a long



time ago, who talked just like that." His tone dropped. "Someone who, just like you,
couldn’t help but spill thetruth... Dad."

Every word landed like a punch to my face, but he wasn’'t done.

"I know you know. But so do I. So what's the point?' | said, my breath hitched as he
began to sing, his voice was haunting me.

"?h, gung till tallar, It dinrost fly. D?r snon faller mjukt i vinterns sky." 1

"Stop."

My hands flew to my temples, pressing hard, but my thoughts were just like arising
tide.

"Skogen talar sitt urgamla sprk. En sagaom livet i koldens vrk," 2 he continued, his
tone rising and falling like a taunting lullaby. "Korpen skriker d?r skuggorna g7r.
Vargar ylar djupt d?r vinden rr. Men h? i stillhet, d?r hj?rtat d?r. Hittas friden i
skogens spr." 3

"STOP!" | shouted, my vision blurring. My hand found the axe propped against the
hay bales before | even realized I'd moved.

In a blind rage, | swung it with everything | had. The blade connected with a
sickening crunch, biting deep below his shoulder. His arm fell in one clean piece,
hitting the floor with aloud thud.

His face twisted in pain, his eyes wide with disbelief. Blood gushed from the jagged
cut, pooling and spreading like a scarlet flood. His body flicked life draining from
him as he fell unconscious.



"Dra? helvete," 4 | muttered.

Turning, | saw Lena standing in the doorway, her face cold like nothing happened at
all.

"Laura s gone," she said, her words a sigh of frustration. "Erik’s searching for her in
the forest."

"FUCK!" | spat.

Lends lips curved into a faint smile, "You know," she said, "pigs go crazy at the
smell of blood."

1. Oh, sing to the pines, let your voice fly. Where the snow falls softly in the winter
SKy.

2. "Theforest speaksits ancient language. A tale of lifein the cold,"
3. "The raven screams where the shadows go. Wolves howl deep where the wind
blows. But here in stillness, where the heart beats. Peace is found in the tracks of the

forest."

4. "Fuck off,"
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SNOWMAN

| had to drag myself the rest of the way down the stairs and when | did, the thick
smell of blood hit me before | was even on the ground. It hung in the air there,
pungent and sickening, twisting my stomach. All | wanted was to collapse beside her,
draw her into my arms, and squeeze her tightly. She'd been through so much, more
than anyone ever should have to face. Her body was fragile, trembling whenever it
was against mine.

| knew | couldn't fix her. That thought alone broke me to pieces. But damned if |
wasn't going to try. No matter what it took. Even as my own mind seemed to be
splitting under the strain of it al, she was the one thing that kept me grounded. |
somehow knew, if | made it out of thisalive, it would be for her.

The floor below was eerily quiet, each creak of the floorboards echoing as | looked
around. Panic began to claw at me when | noticed that she was no longer there. My
heart raced faster, my breaths coming out as short gasps as | scanned the empty room
around. Then | saw it, out of the corner of my eye, lying on the floor of the room,
where the door was gjar.

| ran to her, adrenaline was pumping me up. When | saw her, | felt relief, but it was
short-lived, fleeting. She sat with her body slumped dightly forward, her arm over
her knee. From a distance, it appeared she had perhaps been slegping. But as | got
closer, | noticed it.



The little red line streaking her arm, drops of blood, dripping slowly down. On the
other hand, she held a jagged piece of broken glass, an edge sharp enough to reflect
light. My stomach twisted at the thought.

She can't be.

"Fuck, Bree," | grumbled under my breath, dropping to my knees next to her. In a
daze, | ripped a strip from my shirt and pressed it against her arm, attempting to stop
the bleeding. She felt cold—too cold. Her pale face lay dlack, and her breaths were
faint.

"Bree," | whispered, stroking her hair back from her face.

| smacked her cheek lightly, having to wake her. "Come on, Bree. Wake up."

Her lids flickered, and for a split second, | saw her eyes. A knot in my chest loosened
with relief. Without thinking, | picked her up, cradled her in my arms, and carried her
upstairs, my heart thrumming against her cold body.

The cabin was quiet, and the air charged. | shut the door behind us, so no one would
be able to come in. | placed her on the old, brown couch and raced back to the
kitchen. My hands clumsily drenched the rest of my shirt in cold water, but | didn't let
myself pause.

When | returned, | knelt next to her, dabbing her hands and face with the wet fabric.
The cold seemed to work, her breathing grew somewhat deeper, and her eyes half-
opened.

But seeing her, so fragile and pale, tightened my chest. | couldn't understand why
she'd done that, why she'd hurt herself. Mel was safe now. Joe and Laura were gone.
We were meant to be beyond this.



But then, deep down, | knew. I'd seen it before. People who had suffered so much
pain for so long began to long for it. They thought it was all they had coming. Bree
wasn't any different. She had gone through hell, and she had begun to think that was
where she belonged.

My throat constricted as | washed the clotted blood from her hands. "You don't
deservethis,” | said, more to myself than to her. "Not this. Not any of it."

| stared at her, her face still pale, her lips slightly shaking. If pain was all she was
worthy of, then I'd rather be the one to carry the burden. 1'd rather be the reason she's
hurting than allow her to do this to herself again. Because | couldn't take it if she hurt
herself. Not again.

| leaned in, resting my forehead against hers. "Why, Bree?' | whispered the words,
my voice cracking. "Why are you doing this?' Warm against my hands, her blood
soaked through the bandage. "Please... tell me."

Her lips parted, her voice thin, | barely heard it. "l don't know," she whispered. "Just
let me go. Please... just let me go."

Her words were like a punch and left me breathless. | swallowed and blinked away
tears | did not want to fall. I couldn't let her go. | wouldn't. But | didn't know how to
call her back, either.

All I could do was hold her and pray it was enough.

She turned away her back to the couch, shoulders slumped. Her hands hugged the
cushions, and she wouldn't meet my eyes. When she finally spoke, her voice was

barely there, just awhisper floating in the still air.

"I fell asleep,” she said. "And when | closed my eyes, | saw Joe and the others. They



were wearing masks... wolves, bears, wild animals. They scared me. | ran, but no
matter where | hid, they found me."

"They won't find you again, Bree," | said softly. | took her hand, brushing my lips
against it. "Never again."

Her breath hitched, and then the words came tumbling out. "When | was younger,
Mel and I... we used to cut ourselves. We liked the feeling. | thought—" her voice
broke, a sob hitching in her throat, "1 thought if | did it, it'd bring us closer."

| stayed quiet, letting her get it all out.

"Now, sometimes | do it because... I'm punishing myself. For not running away
sooner. For not being braver. And this habit..." She shook her head, tears spilling

freely. "I'm so fucked up. Aren't 1?7

| moved closer, my hand cupping hers. "We both are,” | said. "But | don't want you to
hurt yourself again, Bree. Promise me."

She curled into herself, knees pulled up to her chest, her voice muffled. "1 don't know
if I can,”" shewhispered. "It'shard. I'm... it's hard."

"Theresaway," | said, my voice low, steady. "But you have to trust me."

She finally looked at me, her eyes red, her lips shaking. "What if | can't forgive
myself? What if | see you in that same light, Thor?"

"What if | told you | have needs, too?' | said, my tone barely above hers. | dlid my
arms around her, lifting her gently up in my hands. "L et me help you."

She didn't resist, her weight light in my arms. We stood there, holding onto each



other as if we were the only things standing our ground in a world slowly breaking
down. Her eyes searched mine, and | felt her shaking—felt the fear.

"I trust you," she stopped. "I know | shouldn't, but... | do."

"It'sfatal attraction,” | joked, the corners of my mouth twitching upward.

"It's madness,” she whispered, leaning her head against my chest, her voice softening.
"Maybe I'm crazy. Or maybe I'm just crazy about you."

"Maybe." | let out alow laugh. "Or maybe you're just a scared little girl."

She pulled back dlightly, raising an eyebrow. "Thank God for your personalities,” she
said with awry smile, mocking mein a sarcastic tone.

| chuckled, shaking my head. "Y ou've got a way with words, Bree. You really do."

She didn't reply, just rested her head against me again as | carried her downstairs.
Thistime, | didn't take her to the bedroom. | pushed open the door to a dark room, the
hinges groaning. The scent of wood and metal felt faint in the air, and cold nubbed
my skin. Chains hung from the walls, around the light of candles catching in the cold

iron, and in the center stood a heavy oak table.

| set her down gently, her bare feet brushing the cold wood below. She looked
around, her brows knitting together.

"Are you going to kill me now?"

"No," | said, lighting the last candle. "I'm going to show you something."

The tools on the walls gleamed in the low light; blades, hammers, hooks, not a



romantic setting, but it wasn't supposed to be.

She stayed silent, her eyes darting from me to the room and back again.

"Get undressed.”

"Excuse me?' she said, a nervous laugh escaping her lips.

"Y ou heard me. Come on." | raised an eyebrow, holding her gaze. "Y ou said you trust
me, didn't you?'

"Yes, but..." She hesitated.

"I don't like waiting," | said evenly, letting my stare rest on her.

Her breath hitched, but she complied. Slowly, amost hesitantly, she lifted her arms
and tugged at the top of her shirt. She wasn't sure, but there was a quiet determination
in the way she pulled the fabric off her body. Her blonde curls spilled forward as her
shirt slipped past her head and fluttered to the floor, leaving her in just her bra. Her
pale skin bore nothing but goosebumps.

She looked at me, took a shaky breath, then stepped up to the table. Her fingers
fumbled with the button of her jeans—one leg, then the other—and the pants dlid
down her hips, past her knees, before falling to the floor in amessy pile.

| stood with my arms crossed, watching her in silence, lit candle still in my hand. My
eyes roamed, drinking in every curve, every detail. She moved beneath my stare but

did not back away.

"Do you know how beautiful you are?"



Her lips smiled, and her body lowered into a squat.

"Lie down!"

She obeyed, stretching out along the cool wood of the table. Her hair fanned around
her head, and her breathing steadied.

"Close your eyes."

| moved around her, circling the table slowly, like a predator, my eyes searching for
the perfect spot. When | found it, | paused, letting one drop of wax land on her skin.
She flinched, a sharp gasp escaping her mouth, but her eyes remained closed. The
tension in her muscles eased as quickly as it had built, her lips pressed together
between her teeth.

She wanted more.

| continued, one drop at a time, the wax tracing a path from the curve of her neck
down to her stomach. Her skin flushed where the heat kissed it, the faintest sheen of
sweat catching the light. Each drop seemed to pull her deeper into addiction, and |
was here for all of it.

"Do you trust me now?' | raised my brow.

She bit her lip again, her head nodding slightly.

| slid my hand to the edge of her hips, fingers brushing under the fabric of her thong.
| pulled at the fabric, dliding it down her legs, past her ankles, until | had them

completely off her. The room was still, except for the soft sound of her breathing. Her
chest rose and fell in rhythm with her racing heart.



"Spread your legs, Bree," | said, and she hesitated a little, but after afew seconds, she
moved her legs from edge to edge of the table.

| moved my hand to her ankle, and my fingers slid gently from her foot to her inner
thighs, until | was so close that my hand hovered above her. | spread her lower lips,
pulled them gently upwards, and dripped the wax gently on top. She moaned softly,
her hands gripped the edges of the table, holding on tightly from one side to the other.
"Do you want me to continue?"

She opened her eyes, locking onto mine.

"Not sure," she said softly, biting her lips.

The answer had already been decided, | asked just to prepare her what was coming
next.

| let another drop fall, this time dangerously close to her clit. The wax landed with a
soft hiss, the burn sending shivers down her skin.

"Maybe," she chuckled, her eyes closing again, surrendering once more.

| blew out the candle, wax still held its warmth. Slowly, | lowered it down, holding it
upright as | positioned it near her clit again. | moved the candle side to side, the
gentle pressure making her moan. Her nails scraped against the wood, leaving faint

crescents on the wooden edge.

After amoment, | moved the candle and set it at the edge of the table. As the candle
dropped, | grasped her legs, pulling her down to me until her hips met mine.

She spread her leg, her hands holding onto the edges of the table, trying to ground



herself. She was insatiable, and her eyes consumed me, mirroring my hunger for
every part of her.

| pushed her back from the edge, far enough but close enough. | walked slowly to the
wall where a smaller axe with a painted edge hung. Taking it in my hands, my fingers
traced the edge—dull in some places, but sharp enough. Moving to the middle of the
left side of the table, | leaned over her, pressed a kiss to the curve of her stomach, and
drove the axe into the edge of the table, right between her legs. She screamed so
loudly in panic as the point of the axe board barely lightly brushed the tip of her
clitoris.

"You're crazy!"

| moved closer to her, kissing her neck, "Crazy about you, Bree." My lips gently
traced the path to her ear, whispering in a soft hum, "Ride that axe like you would
ride me."

With a flick of her tongue, she wetted her lips, her eyes fixed on mine. She then
retreated to the bottom of the table where the axe was. As she lifted her hips, | moved
towards her, and by the time | reached her, she was thrusting the wooden handle
inside her. A soft moan escaped from her lips as she adjusted herself around it. When
she had taken about half of it in, | gently placed my thumb on her clitoris letting her
sway and twirl around the wooden piece. Her weak legs trembled, yet she continued
to move against the wood as if it were a dance that would never come again, biting
down on her lip, eyesrolling back in pleasure.

As the trembling in her thighs intensified, | moved onto the table straddling over her
body. My hands held onto her hips as | joined in this dance of twisted need for more,
pushing her faster at times, then slower, and finally more forceful onto the edge of the
axe.



| extended a hand to her, pulling her up and into my arms, her frail body collapsing
against me. Her strength was spent, but the ghost of a smile graced her lips.

"Did that feel good?" | queried, "Do you want more?"

She responded with a ssimple nod and a coy bite of her lip. My need for her was
growing bigger now. | wanted to claim every inch of her as mine. Only mine.

Unfastening my trousers, | shed them until | stood bare in front of her. | spun her
around, her back brushing against my chest. Lifting one leg gently, | parted her ass
cheeks, pulling her towards me with a dominant tug.

| am well aware of how big my cock is, | did not doubt that she couldn't take every
inch of it. Reaching up, | unhooked a chain hanging overhead and presented it to her.

"Hold on tight," | chuckled lightly as she clung onto it tightly when | guided myself
closer and plunged into the depths of her inside flesh.

"Fuck," she gasped out as she held onto the chain with all the strength she had in her.

Ignoring her gasps, my head tilted back in pleasure while my hands secured
themselves on each side of her hips; pushing myself deeper and deeper inside her.
Each powerful thrust was matched by an equally forceful jerk from both our bodies;
our moans mingling in perfect synchrony as she took every inch of me, like the good
girl she was.

The chain jangled against her breasts as | continued to thrust further into her. The
feeling of her tightening around me was an indication that any moment now would
have been filled with cries bearing my name. But before that could happen, my pam
silenced her as | continued to thrust deeper into her. Lowering her leg, | leaned
forward, straightening my back against hers while spreading her legs further apart.



Her tremors were a clear sign that she had reached her limit and it wouldn't be long
before | followed suit. Removing my hand from her mouth, | allowed her screams to
fill the room just as afinal thrust brought me over the edge and | groaned with her.

Pulling away from her, | turned her around to face me again. Our lips met in a kiss,
my tongue exploring every crevice of her mouth; searching for traces of myself.

She took my body, melted my heart, and became mine. And | vowed that she would
remain so until forever. There was no one before her, there will be no one after; sheis
now and forever will be the only one for me.
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SNOWMAN

Morning light streamed through the curtains, pulling me out of sleep. | blinked, my
eyes blurred at first, then saw her on my chest. Birdie. She was quiet, her head tucked
against me like she'd found the safest place in the world. Her breath was steady, soft
against my shirt. For the first time, she wasn't crying or looking over her shoulder like

she was about to run. She looked... calm.

| stayed still, not wanting to break the moment. If | could wake up like this every day,
maybe life wouldn't feel so heavy.

The buzzing of my phone on the nightstand snapped me out of it. | reached over
carefully, fumbling to grab it without waking her. Erik's name lit up the screen.

| slipped out of bed, moving as quietly as | could, and gently closed the door behind
me before answering.

"Where the hell are you?' Erik didn't even say hello. "Are you ready?"
"Ready for what?' | muttered, still groggy. Then it hit me. "Shit. No, | forgot."

"You've got to be kidding me," he groaned. "This is our shot to get them off our
backs, and you're—"

"I can't come to the office today," | cut him off, smiling to myself. "I've got to take



Bree to the mansion. She doesn't belong here in this dump."

"You're unbelievable," he said, though | could hear him laugh under his breath. "I
miss the old you, you know. The one who had everything under control.”

"That guy needed a break," | said simply.

"What's the plan, then?' he asked.

Erik never said it outright, but | could tell he was worried. About me. About
everything.

"You'll see”

"Fine. Just... don't overdo it, all right?' He laughed again. "Have fun."

"Always." | hung up.

| shoved the phone into my pocket and headed upstairs to the old filing cabinet. The
plan was simple, or at least it felt smple when Erik and | planned it out last night.

We wanted to write a letter from a witness, someone who'd supposedly seen Isak
creeping around the victims. The Snowman . It was airtight, every detail thought
through. And it had to be because this wasn't just about blame, it was about Bree.

Ever since | saw him with her, | wanted to tear him apart. Not just him, Joe, Laura,
the whole fucking mess they dragged her into. Erik had kept me from going on a
rampage, though. He said revenge without control wasn't revenge—it was suicide.
So, we went with the plan instead.

Once Isak was out of the picture, 1'd take Bree to the mansion. That place was safe,



bought with the money Erik and | found after our father died. Buried under the
floorboards in the stable, it was enough to keep us set for life.

L ena wanted nothing to do with it. She hated the money, hated the memories tied to
it, but Erik and | weren't so sentimental. We used it to build something better, or at
least something different. We buried the past along with our father, taking new names
to make sure no one connected us.

The cult, the Family, it all died with him.

But the past doesn't let go so easily. | could still feel the weight of it, the scars my
father left behind. The beatings. The madness in his eyes, when he talked about "the
plan" like it was some divine prophecy. Most of the cult left when it fell apart,
running as far away as they could. Some left the country, but only some stayed
behind.

We all swore an oath: the Family was dead, and no one would ever speak of it again.
If the day came, we'd help each other, no questions asked. But some things don't stay
buried, no matter how deep you dig the hole.

Joe always tried to be like him, imitating him. But he was never clever enough to pull
it off. And honestly, | was relieved. Someone like Joe with that kind of edge would've

been dangerous. Easier to deal with him. Easily silenced, easily forgotten.

| pushed those thoughts away. What mattered now was beginning over. Bree
deserved peace. Hell, so did I.

| pulled on my gloves and unfolded a clean sheet of paper. My hand hesitated, but
soon | began to write, word after word, leaving nothing that could point back to me.

"On the last Friday of November, | was walking my dog when | saw something in the



snow. Footprints, a man's, size 45. I'm sure because my boots are four sizes smaller.
The tracks were fresh, made by someone in thick-soled boots.

Later, | saw him at the station, during questioning. When | realized he was the one
asking the questions, | walked out. | didn't trust him.

Then | saw him again, watching the house of the new family in town. He wasn't
hiding it, either, just staring at the girls inside. | followed him. He went into the
woods, and | saw him building a snowman. Don't ask me why | didn't stay long
enough to find out.

But one thing sticksin my head: he carries awhite silk scarf in his pocket. Every time
| see him, he's sniffing it like it's something dear to him. He has long hair and blue
eyes. You know who he is. He's the new detective, and | think you've suspected him
for awhile now."

| signed nothing. No name, no trace. At the top, | wrote For the Chief of Police.

As | pushed the letter into a plastic bag, Lenawalked in.

Perfect timing.

| handed out the bag to her, and she took it with a doubtful smile.

"Take this to the station,” | said. "Use the blue door by the morgue on the left side.
No cameras there. Drop it in the mailbox, but don't leave any fingerprints. Take the
letter out of the bag first. Keep the bag. Got it?"

"Crystal," she said but paused at the door. "Any sign of Laura?"'

"No," | said. "I don't think she made it through the night."



"Yeah," Lena said softly. "Y ou've changed, you know. Since Bree. If she makes you
better, maybe... maybe let thisgo. Liveyour life."

“I'm trying," | said.

A lump rose in my throat, surprising me. How long had it been since | hugged her?
Y ears? Maybe longer. Before | could second-guess myself, | stepped forward and
opened my arms. Lena froze for a second, then let me pull her into a quick, awkward
hug.

"See?' | sad, letting her go with afaint smile. "We can do normal."

She laughed nervously. "Y ou're cregping me out."

"Fair enough," | said, raising my hands.

She laughed, shaking her head as she opened the door. The cold wind swept inside,
biting at my face.

"Lena," | said before she stepped out. "Thank you. For everything. Y ou've done more
for me than you had to."

She looked back, her eyes softening. "Y ou're welcome," she said.

Then she was gone.

The house was quiet again. | stared at the closed door, her words in my mind. Lena
wasn't a good mother, she never had been. But she'd been the only one who ever

tried. And in her way, she was enough.

It was just past noon when we got into the car. | told Bree earlier it was a surprise



where | was taking her. She didn't know where | lived, but today, | wanted her to see
it. To show her that what was mine could be hers too.

She sank into the seat, leaning back as if trying to get comfortable, her gaze fixed
straight ahead. A quiet smile tugged at her lips, one of those soft ones that seemed to
sneak up without her noticing.

“It's weird," she said after a moment, brushing her fingers lightly over her mouth.
"Smiling this much. My face feels sore.”

| laughed, turning the key. The engine rolled to life, and the car eased away from the
farmhouse.

"It looks good on you," | said, looking at her.

She shot me a quick look, her smile twitching wider. My right hand stayed on the
wheel, but my left drifted without thought, resting lightly on her thigh. The sun
poured through the windshield, washing everything in a golden haze. She tilted her
head, the light catching her hair in away that made it gleam.

She leaned her head onto my shoulder, and | reached for the radio with my free hand,
hoping for something calm to fill the silence. Instead, the sharp voice of a reporter
stated from it.

"Joining us now is profiler Frida Dahl, who successfully apprehended the Snowman
Killer this morning. Frida, can you tell us more about the case?"'

Frida's voice came next. "A tip early this morning provided crucial evidence,
confirming our suspicions about the suspect. With that, we were able to bring him
into custody without resistance.”



| reached over and twisted the volume down, but not fast enough to stop Bree from
catching it. She shifted, lifting her head from my shoulder to look at me.

"What's going on?" she asked, her brow furrowing. "Who's in custody?"'

Her voice was steady, but | knew her well enough to hear the undercurrent of worry. |
kept my eyes on the road, my grip tightening on the wheel. | wasn't ready to tell her.
Not about Isak. Not yet.

"Nothing we need to think about right now," | said, keeping my tone light.

She studied me for a moment, her eyes narrowing. "And where the hell are we going,
then?'

"Home," | said simply.

Her shoulders rose in a small huff, but she let it go. Her face softened as she turned
back to the window, the tension diding away. | reached over, brushing her hair back
from her neck. My fingers lingered for a moment, and she turned back to me with a
smile.

She kissed the back of my hand. "Okay," she said. "Y ou don't have to tell me."

The sunlight caught her hair again as she turned away, making her look almost unreal
for a moment. Every second with her felt electric, like my blood was too hot like |
was burning up from the inside out. Last night flickered in the back of my mind, her
laugh, her touch, the way she'd looked at me like | was the only thing in the world.

The road stretched out endlessly. Twenty minutes of driving felt like hours, but |
spotted my house in the distance. It should have brought relief, but it only stoked the
fire. | couldn't wait.



| turned the wheel hard, veering onto a side road without thinking twice. The car
turned as gravel crunched beneath the tires, and | slammed the brakes, the sudden
stop throwing us forward dlightly. The road here was quiet, secluded, and forgotten
by most, it was perfect.

"What are you doing?"' Bree's voice broke the silence.

| didn't answer.

Words felt useless when all | could think about was her. | reached for her face,
cupping her cheeks, and brought her lips to mine. The kiss was deep, searching, the
taste of her like something | needed to survive. She froze for a second, startled, before
melting into me, her arms wrapping around my neck.

"You're crazy," she whispered when we finally broke apart.

"Maybe," | murmured, leaning back and pushing my seat as far as it would go. My
heart was pounding, and | grabbed her hand, guiding it to rest against the hardness

between my legs.

Her eyes widened dlightly, and she raised an eyebrow, her lips twitching in a smirk.
"What now?"

"Y ou know what , now."
Her lower lip was caught between her teeth as she dlid towards me, the soft brush of
her knees against mine sending sparks up my spine. Her gaze never wavered from

mine as she positioned herself above me.

My hands traced the curve of her hips, fingers lightly skimming over the fabric of her
black pants. | couldn't resist sliding my hands beneath the waistband, my fingertips



meeting the warmth of her skin on mine. Her breath hitched in response. | pulled the
fabric, ripping through it.

The sound causes her to gasp in surprise.”" Seriously?"

"Serioudly," | confirmed, pulling her closer and steadying my hands on her hips once
more. Our lips met again in a slower kiss this time, every inch between us was a
warm sign, making reality itself seem distant in comparison to us.

A giggle escaped from her as she drew closer still while | undid my pants and stood
briefly to slide them down; my cock stood still in the air beneath her.

As | settled back down into the seat once more and took hold of myself, | thrust
myself along her inner flesh, her moans filled the space around us until finally, she let
herself fully onto me, her head falling back in pleasure.

"That'sright, Bree, take it all," | encouraged as she moved against me.

My hands locked her hips and guided her movements; the pace quickened to a point
where | was losing control. But it wasn't just about me, | wanted her to feel the same
intensity that she brought me.

| shifted our position so that Bree was leaning against the steering wheel, my hand
dlipping under her shirt to gently knead at her breasts while my other hand traced
circles over her clitoris. Her pam hit the window beside her as she teetered on the
edge, but | withdrew my touch just in time, driving into her with such force that the
honking of the horn echoed our shared pace.

"That's right, Bree, let everyone know you're mine," | chuckled as steam began to fog
up the windows. The cold outside was no match for the heat inside. We didn't make
love, it was raw and primal sex. She was an addiction | would go to hell for, a



temptation | craved completely.

Resuming my attention on her clitoris once more, | sent waves coursing through her
until she began to shake from their intensity. She pressed back against me again and
moved as her desperate criesfilled the car.

"Fuck, fuck," she moaned out breathlessly.

Now it was my turn to take control. Lifting myself to meet each thrust without
leaving anything untouched, the tightness of her inner flesh only fueled me further. |
grabbed hold of Bree and pulled her closer as | thrust harder into her.

Sweat broke out across my forehead as gritted teeth held back any sounds threatening
to escape. | wanted her to reach another brink. When her screams filled the car again

and she clung onto the seat belt for support, | gave into my end, filling her.

Her body collapsed onto mine and we stayed like that, unwilling to move just yet. But
the desire to have her all to myself again was too strong to resist.

| pulled the seat close enough to reach the pedals and started up the car.
As she laid on me, | realized it wasn't the best circumstance, but | started driving
while my cock was still within her. Feeling every inch inside. The ride stretched into

an endless ten minutes until we arrived outside the mansion.

"We're home," | whispered.
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TWENTY THREE
brEg

The cold air bit at my legs, dipping under the edge of his black sweater that only
managed to warm my upper body. My arm still hurt from the fresh wound; | hadn't
noticed until now that blood was still dripping down. | turned to look at him. His
chestnut hair, icy blue eyes that saw too much, the sharp lines of his face that
softened only when he smiled. His beard scratched against my cheek when we were
close, | couldn't get enough of it. With him, everything else faded. How could
something so real disappear in just a day?

They say love makes you lose yourself, your brain floats up into the clouds,
forgetting everything that once seemed so important. Maybe that's true, or maybe |
was just caught up in the way he made me feel.People say love weakens you, but |
felt stronger than ever.

Mel was okay, Joe and Laura, were gone. | didn't ask why or how. Somehow, it was
easier not to know. The silence | eft space to pretend.

He stepped closer, his arms sliding around me before | could react. He lifted me onto
his back, making me yelp in surprise. His hand came down against my bare skin,
spanking me.

"Ready, Mrs. Karlsson?' he teased, his voice light.

"Karlsson?' | chuckled. "Did you do something | don't remember?"



His laugh was warm, rolling through the cold as he carried me to the front door,
opened it, and set me down. His hands cupped my face, his touch grounding me.

"Not yet," he said with a soft growl.

| wasn't afraid. | wasn't drowning in thoughts of what could go wrong or what had
already happened. | just existed, here and now. My mind, usually dark and chaotic,
felt quiet. Not empty, but peaceful. | wasn't just fine, | was okay. That alone felt so
real.

| laughed under my breath, my fingers brushing against my lips as the memory of last
night flickered through my mind. The way his body moved with mine, the way he left
me trembling, wanting for more.

"You coming?' His voice pulled me back to the present. He was waiting near the
staircase. When he caught me openly staring, he arched an eyebrow and walked
toward me.

Before | could say anything, he scooped me up again, throwing me over his shoulder.

"Y ou know | can walk, right?"*

"I know," he said, laughing as he landed another smack on my ass.

He carried me up the stairs, the glass railings reflecting fragments of our steps as we
moved. The black and white tiled floors in the hallway blurred together as we passed,
hypnotizing me. The house was modern, and clean, but layered with something raw.
Animal pelts draped over chairs, skulls, and old guns hung like forgotten memories

on the walls.

At the end of the hall, a nearly invisible door blended seamlessly into the white walls.



He pushed it open and stepped into a bedroom where a circular bed held a court in the
middle, its frame made from polished marble as white as fresh snow that covered the
ground outside. Windows stretched from floor to ceiling, circling the room, revealing
an uninterrupted view of snow-covered meadows and dense woodlands.

"It's beautiful," | said quietly, my hand finding its place against his chest. "Y our home
Is beautiful ."

"Ours," he corrected, pulling me closer. His voice dropped as he whispered, "Our
home is beautiful. Just like you."

His words wrapped around me, words | was not used to. If they could melt the snow
outside, | would have let them melt me, too. He was so kind to me, despite the pain
he carried. He still found ways to build something beautiful. And somehow, | was
part of it.

But | knew his pain, and that kind of pain had carved itself into me so deeply that |
couldn't separate it from who | was. But with him, this pain was bearable, real.

| was falling for him. For aman so cold, a man who lived hislife in the dark but made
space for me in his light. A man who killed for me. And | know, without question, |

would let myself die for him, too.

He moved to a shelf by the wall, where an old radio was. As he turned the button, his
voice crackled, and he stood there, listening.

"We can positively confirm that the primary suspect in the investigation is an ex-
detective named Isak Storm."

The voice on the radio made my stomach drop.



| turned to him, his name already Slipping out in a shaky breath. "Thor? What's going
on?'

He didn't answer.

His hand shot out, twisting the radio knob to silence it. He stood there, shoulders low,
jaw clenched, his silence pressing against my chest.

"Did you blame it on him?' | asked, my voice steadier than | felt.

He didn't look at me, didn't move. My heart was pounding, and | took a step closer,
pushing him lightly. "Thor, did you?"

Still nothing.

"Answer me!" My voice cracked as | pushed him again, harder this time.

Finaly, helifted his head, meeting my eyes.

"I did. He pretended to be me to get close to you. Don't you think he deserves to pay
for that?"

| froze.

| didn't even know how to respond.

Hewasn't lying; | knew that much. But he wasn't telling the whole truth either.

Isak wasn't Snowman, Thor was. Thor knew it. | knew it. And still, he stood there, as
though nothing about this situation was twisted or wrong.



"It's not right," | said, pushing him again. My hands trembled, but | didn't stop. "You
can't just... you can't live with this, and you know it."

"Would you rather it be me?"

His voice rose, anger bleeding into each word he spat. "Is that what you want? To see
me behind bars?’

"No!" My hands pressed flat against his chest, and | pushed again, tears stinging my
eyes. "How could you even think of that?"

| kept pushing him, words tumbling out. "Do you think | could stand that? Watching
you waste away because of this? Because of him?'

My fists beat against his chest now, anger rising inside me. He staggered back, and
his back hit the wall with adull thud.

Above him, a deer skull with sprawling antlers hung on the wall. The force of his
body knocked it loose, and it fewn, landing hard against his leg. He shouted in pain,

dropping to one knee. | rushed toward him, but he didn't look at me.

His eyes were locked on the skull, his chest heaving as he stared at it. His breathing
slowed, then deepened, the sound growing heavier each second.

"Thor?' | said, kneeling next to him.

He didn't answer.

His fingers reached for the skull, shaking slightly as he picked it up.

"Thor, stop,” | pleaded, but he wasn't listening. He was somewhere else.



Slowly, he pulled the antlers up to hisface, twisting off the wood mount at the back. |
watched, frozen, as he placed the skull over his head.

The empty lifeless sockets stared back at me.

"Thor?' My voice trembled.

| staggered to my feet. He turned to me, the antlers swaying as he moved.

Thor | knew was gone. All that was |eft was this... thing.

"Thor, please." My voice cracked, but he didn't respond.

He stepped forward, tilting his head like he was scanning me.

Then he laughed. It wasn't his laugh, this was deeper, rougher, and wrong in every
way.

"Oh, birdie, birdie,” he said, his voice a low rasp. "You're the one who won't leave
my fucking mind, huh?"

| stumbled back, panicking.

He moved closer, closing the distance between us in seconds. His hand shot out,
taking my arm and pulling me against him.

He leaned in, his mask with antlers hovering inches from my face, and his tongue
dragged across my cheek, leaving atrail that made me shudder.

My stomach flipped, and | tried to twist away, but his hands tightened around me.



He leaned into my ear, growling. "Run."

This wasn't Snowman. This wasn't Thor. Someone else was in his body, someone |
didn't recognize.

My heart raced as | pushed him hard, watching him stumble backward onto the bed.

| didn't wait to see if he got up. | just ran. My feet did on the hallway tiles as |
scrambled toward the stairs.

| could barely breathe.

My whole body felt like it was moving through molasses, but | forced myself
forward. The mirrored glass staircase caught the low light and, | knew, this was the
beginning of a nightmare. | grabbed the railing, my sweaty palms slipping as | ran,
stumbling down.

At the last second, | made the mistake of 1ooking back.

He was there.

The deer skull mask covered his face, those hollow eye sockets boring into me. His
bare chest shimmered, every muscle tensed and alive under his skin. He still had the
black jeans on from earlier, but now his hand gripped an axe.

A scream tore out of me, and | sprinted down the last few steps, my legs wobbling. It
was useless, | hit the bottom, and his hand was already in my hair, yanking me back

so hard | thought my neck might snap.

"It's my fucking turn now," he growled, pulling me closer until | could feel his breath
against my ear. "Y ou have no idea how long I've been waiting."



Panic took over. | didn't think, | just reacted. My elbow drove into his stomach with
everything | had. His grip loosened, and | broke free, running toward the front door.

It was locked.

"No, no, no!" | clawed at the lock, my fingers trembling. | spun around, desperate,
and there he was, laughing, enjoying the whole fucking thing.

He raised the axe, and it came down, slamming into the door behind me. | screamed
again, but it didn't stop him. He just kept laughing.

This thing , whatever it was, didn't have a shred of humanity left. It felt like | was
looking at some kind of revenant, something that had crawled out of the woods to

hunt me.

| ran, slipping past the door and into the living room. My foot caught on the carpet,
and | went down, the air knocked out of me.

| tried so hard to get up, but his hand closed around my ankle. He didn't just grab me,
he dragged me. The carpet burned against my skin as | clawed at it, trying to hold on

to anything. He didn't stop until we were back at the staircase.

The mirrored steps caught everything. His mask, his body, and me reflected in broken
pieces.

"Birdie," he said, tilting his head. "What a cute little name. But you're not just cute,
areyou?'

| didn't answer. | couldn't. My throat was too tight.

"You like this, don't you?' he taunted, his tone aimost playful. "Being chased. Tsk,



tsk, tsk."

He shoved me further up the stairs. My body collapsed onto the cold mirror, | felt the
glassdig into my pamsas| tried to push myself upright.

Before | could move, he was on me, his full weight pressing me down. | couldn't
breathe, couldn't think.

His mask was just a breath away from my own, his fingers tracing a slow path
beneath my sweater, across my chest. Y et, there was no discomfort, no fear. | knew it
was Thor, even if he wasn't fully aware of it at that moment.

He lifted my sweater over my head and used it to bind my hands above me. His face
moved down, traveling from the rise of my breasts to the flat of my stomach, the
silhouette of deer antlers framing my face.

Every brush of his skin against mine sent shivers rippling through me, but | didn't
pull away. | craved for him. With one knee he nudged apart my thighs and bent his
head lower still. My trousers lay in tatters around us, | was naked from earlier.

"Hold still," he commanded.

As | nodded, he widened the distance between my legs further apart. Turning my
gaze to the reflective mirror of the railing next to me, | saw him dropping slowly
towards me.

As his masked face hovered over mine, he lowered the antlers of his mask and glided
on my clit with their tips. A soft moan escaped from between my lips as | sank lower

onto him; this time feeling part of one horn side inside me, locking me onto him.

The bone structure of the horn was shaped as an 'L, with a shorter side at the base



that now pierced me, and an extended higher half with three more protrusions on top.

As he moved between my thighs, the horns grazed against my butt hole, probing.

He removed his mask, drawing nearer, the horns persisting within me, securing the
mask onto me as he drove the horns deeper within. | completely surrendered myself
to him. Both horns were lodged inside me; he was thrusting them further in and |
craved for more.

"You're soaked," he said, retracting one of the horns from within me.

He freed my hands from the sweater and commanded, "Turn around and kneel."

| turned around, my palms resting on the middle step, while my knees found comfort
on the step beneath it. | could feel how wet | was, | could feel how the drops fell onto
the mirrored floor, and my legs were wide open for him,spine curved into an arch and
| begged for more.

He broke both horns off the mask and moved closer, his face hovering above, lips
parted, saliva diding down to my backside, and he poked it with his finger before
dliding his thumb inside. | sobbed, my knees buckled. He pulled out his finger and
slowly stuck the horn inside, inch by inch.

He placed the other end of the horn against my clit, rapidly shifting it from side to
side. My eyelidsfell shut, teeth gnawing at my lower lip.

"Snowman, | need Snowman,” | whimpered but was met with nothing more than a
raw chuckle from behind.

"Sorry, birdie , you're stuck with me," he said as he lifted the antler, hooking me onto
it and spiraling within me. | could feel every single twist and turn inside me.



Then he moved closer; his trousers hit the glass floor with a soft thud and one antler
clinked against it. He tormented me with the tip of his cock, easing into me slowly as
he simultaneously tugged at my backside with the antler. He thrust inside me so hard
that it brought me to my knees, but his arms were around me, keeping me upright.

He pulled the antler out of me and threw it onto the steps, and with his hands spread
my ass cheeks and thrust himself deeper and deeper into me. Each thrust became
more intense until | fell down. He picked me up gently, guiding me before him until |
found myself kneeling again.

"Open your mouth,” he said as his hands gripped my hair, and | knew what was
coming.

| looked at him with afirein my eyes, parting my lips and allowing my tongue to pop
out.

He leaned in, placing his cock into my waiting mouth, pushing it further in. His hands
found the back of my head, gripping firmly as he drove himself deeper within me.
The air escaped from my lungs, a gasping struggle for breath that seemed futile
against his relentless pace. | felt my eyes blur, and my breath was gone, but he just
continued, his pam delivering sharp dlaps across my face while shouting,
"brEATHE."

He continued to thrust inside, my throat aching from the constant pressure. In a
moment, the only sounds permeating the air were my choked sobs. Then he released
me, placing me back on the staircase. The chill of the stone steps seeped through my
torn clothes as | sat there, clothes ripped and scattered around us.

Parting my legs once more, settling himself between them. He drew me closer and
continued his pace.



| screamed again, every fiber of my being protesting in pain yet craving for more.
| was addicted.

To pain.

To him.

To every single version of him.
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TWENTY FOUR

SNOWMAN

"Snowman," she called. "l need Snowman. Please, Snowman, come to me."

The last hour was blank; no images, no sounds, no memories. | didn't know how |
ended up in this room. Bree was on the bed, her arms clutching a blanket against her
bare skin. Moonlight slipped through the curtains, casting her in a pale glow. My
chest tightened. My head felt like it was packed with static.

| pressed my hands against my face, trying to ground myself.

"What happened?"

When | looked at her, she pulled the blanket tighter. | reached out, instinct taking
over, but she flinched. Her reaction stopped me cold.

"Don't touch me," her voice was trembling.

Her words cut deep, but | couldn't stop myself. "Bree” | said softly. "What
happened?”’

She stayed silent for a moment, her eyes flicking to mine, then away. Finally, she
inched closer, hesitant. Her hands, shaking, found my face. The touch was so light |
barely felt it.



"Thor?' she whispered, her voice fragile.

| frowned. "Y eah, it's me. Who else would it be?"

She stared at me, her lips pressed into a thin line. Then, without warning, she
wrapped her arms around me. Her body trembled against mine, and | froze, unsure of
what to do. Her grip tightened like she was afraid I'd disappear.

"What happened?' | murmured again, the question catching in my throat.

She pulled back just enough to meet my eyes. Her lips parted, but the words seemed
to stick. Finally, she said, "Did you know you have someone else? In you?'

| blinked. "What?"

Her fingers curled into the fabric of my shirt. "Not Snowman. Someone... someone
else. You scared me."

My stomach dropped. The room felt like it was spinning. I'd always known
something was wrong with me, | always knew | had a Snowman who could resurface
at each moment. But this? Someone else? Someone who hurt her? The thought made
my chest ache.

"Did | hurt you?"

She shook her head, but her eyes told a different story. They darted away, unable to
meet mine. "Y ou scared me, that's all," she whispered.

| didn't need her to say more. | knew. Deep down, | knew.

"Bree, | swear," | said, my voice cracking. | pressed a kiss to her forehead, trying to



hold myself together. "1 would never hurt you. Never."

Her shoulders shook as she covered her face with her hands.

"Y ou had no control," she said through her fingers. "None."

"I'm sorry," | said, the words tumbling out in a rush. | kissed her forehead again,
lingering asif it could erase everything. Then | stepped back.

"I can't..." My voice broke. "I can't stay."

She didn't stop me as | turned and walked to the door.

| couldn't face her, couldn't look at the bruises | knew I'd caused. The sight of her
curled up on the bed, clutching that blanket like alifeline, was enough to break me.

| needed to get out.

The hallway was dim, the tiles cool under my feet. My eyes blurred as | stumbled
forward, my steps uneven. At the top of the stairs, | froze.

A broken deer skull lay on the floor, its jagged antlers glinting in the faint light.
Around it were scraps of torn clothes. My stomach twisted. | held the railing to keep
from collapsing.

A scream clawed its way out of my throat. It echoed through the house, bouncing off
the walls. The door creaked open behind me, but | didn't turn around. | couldn't.

| staggered down the stairs, each step heavier than the last. At the bottom, | found a
dark sweater crumpled on the floor. | pulled it on, the fabric scratching my skin, and
stumbled out into the night. The cold air hit me like aslap, but | barely felt it.



The car was parked in the driveway, its windows fogged from the chill. | climbed in,
gripping the wheel with my trembling hands. The engine roared to life, loud in the
quiet night.

Without looking back, | drove away.

| didn't want to leave her. | never wanted it to end. But | needed to breathe. Just for a
second, | needed to step back and clear my head. Something didn't sit right. Was the
person she mentioned the same one Joe had called out in the barn? The thought
gnawed at me, but the harder | tried to focus, the further it slipped away. My mind
felt like it wasn't mine anymore.

Snowman, at least, | could control. Over the years, I'd learned how to reach him,
leave notes, plant the right images, and guide his hand. But when | saw that new
name tacked on the board at the station, somehow, it had to be connected.

It had to be.

The sharp buzz of my phone yanked me back to the moment. | fumbled for it, fingers
stiff, and saw Eric's name flashing on the screen.

"What's going on?" | asked, trying to steady my voice.

"Lena," Eric's voice was shaky, his breath coming in short bursts. "Mom..." His
words cracked, barely holding together. "Someone... someone burned the farm
down."

My chest tightened.

"Do you know who?" | asked, my voice flat, amost cold.



He didn't answer right away. When he spoke again, his words were fragile, like they
might shatter. "Lena's dead, Thor."

My world stopped. Everything went quiet. Just... nothing.

n No.ll

My voice was barely above awhisper. "That's impossible."

"Thor, I'm looking at her. I'm looking at her body."

The phone dlipped out of my hand and fell onto the seat. | didn't reach for it. My
hands found the wheel instead. The car swerved as | spun it around, tires screeching
on the cold road ahead. | floored it, the needle climbing past 200 kilometers per hour,
the engine roaring as the road blurred ahead of me.

| had to seeit for myself. | couldn't believe it. Not her. Not like this.

How do you even begin to process |osing someone? She was my mom, but she wasn't
a perfect mother. She stood by me when | needed her most, silent when | begged for
help without saying a word. She saved me in her way, but she also let me suffer.
There was love there, but it was buried under so much anger, resentment, words we
had never said.

And now she was gone.

"Fuck!" | yelled, samming my hand against the steering wheel. The sting shot up my
arm, but it wasn't enough to drown out the storm in my chest. | hit it again. And

again.

| had just seen her. That morning, she'd been right there. How could this be real ?



| blinked hard, my vision swimming. This wasn't just about her. It was everything.
Everyone. People around me kept dying, sipping through my fingers no matter how
hard | tried to hold on. | was alwaystoo late. Always too helpless.

"Fuck," | muttered thistime.

Lenawas gone.

And | couldn't save her.

The farm was gone. Nothing but gray ash stretched across the land. It was all gone.
Only the stable stood intact, a few pigs wandered near, their snorts and shuffle the
only sounds breaking the silence.

Erik sat on the wooden fence, staring at the pigs and what was left of the farm. He
was still, sunglasses hiding his face, but | knew him well enough to read the Ssump in
his shoulders. Erik never wore sunglasses. Not unless he was trying to hide the tears.

"Hey," | said quietly, walking over and sitting next to him on the fence.

He didn't look at me, just let out a small laugh. "Had to tell them not to touch the
pigs. Told them | would shoot the first one who tried."

"Yeah," | said. "Y ou should've just told them you're emotionally attached.”

He huffed a laugh, shaking his head. "If they knew what those pigs ate... they would
have backed away without me saying aword."

| raised an eyebrow. "No evidence yet in the pig shit?"

His smile fainted, " She burned alive, Thor."



| froze.

"Who did this?'

"They haven't told anyone yet, but I've got a bad feeling. | think... Mom was
involved. Ingrid was Donna's cousin.”

My stomach turned. "Are you saying Donna and Jan had something to do with this?"

"Yeah," he sad, finally looking at me. His jaw was tight, his voice low. "Everyone
knows Jan's been screwing Donna. They probably cooked this up together."

He rubbed the back of his neck. "And everyone knew why women went to Lena. She
hel ped them, so they decided to burn awitch.”

| let the words sink in, staring at the ashed ruins. "Do you know where they are?"

"No," hesaid. "And we can't risk it. Frida's all over everyone since Isak got arrested.”

The snow under my boots crunched as | shifted. My hands were clenched into fists,
nails biting into my palms.

"They'll be my last,” | said. "I'm done after this. | amost hurt Bree..."

Erik turned sharply, his sunglasses slipping down his nose. "What the hell did you
do?'

"I don't know," | said, my voice hollow. "I blacked out. Found the axe at the door.
She said it wasn't the Snowman."

Erik exhaed, running a hand through his hair. "Maybe it was foreplay," he said,



raising his hands and mimicking an exaggerated chopping motion.

"Not exactly her style."

"Good," he muttered, but the faint smile faded quickly. "Man, don't tell me there are
fifty of you. I don't think | can handle that kind of crazy."

"Neither can |1," | admitted.

He studied me for a moment before asking, "So, what's the plan? Y ou're really gonna
doit?

| nodded, standing and brushing the snow off my pants. "Y eah. I'll burn them."

Erik stood too, slower like he was carrying a weight | couldn't see. "She wasn't a
good mom," he said after a pause. "And I've never wanted to kill anyone before. But
thistime? | want to help."

| looked at him, then toward the car. "Let's go, then. The more, the merrier.”

We started walking towards the car, the snow crunching under our boots in a steady
rhythm. The air was cold enough to sting, but it didn't matter. Nothing mattered
except what came next.

As the car rumbled to life and we pulled onto the icy road, | didn't look back at the
farm. There was nothing left to see.

For amoment, | forgot about Bree. Forgot about everything. | let Snowman take over.
| had to. If | didn't stay in that dark, ruthless place, | wouldn't have the nerve to do
what needed to be done. Jan and Donna had to pay for what they did to my mother.
No one else was going to make sure of that, just me.



We parked a block from Jan's house, but still from here, | could see through their
front window. The lights inside were warm, Jan and Donna were dancing in the living
room, their laughter was taunting me. My fists curled tight, nails digging into my
palms.The sight of them, the way they looked so happy, so normal, made my stomach
turn.

Erick leaned over. "Y ou ready?"

| blinked and forced myself to focus. "Y eah."

| reached for the plastic mask on the dashboard and dlid it over my face. The cooal,
hard plastic pressed against it like a second skin. The railway mirror caught my
reflection, blank, cold, like the person | was before had disappeared. It was what |
needed.

Snowman.

"You really had to pick the red mask?' | asked, glancing at Erick. He was tugging on
ared ski mask with a dragon sticker across the front.

"It's Julids,” he said, not looking at me. "It was this or the pink one with aunicorn."

| snorted, shaking my head. "Y ou'd pull off pink better, it goes with your eyes."

"What, are you the fashion police now?' he muttered, grabbing the door handle. He
stopped, and looked back at me.

"Y ou good?’

"Yeah," | said again, softer thistime.



The truth was, | didn't know.

But it didn't matter.

| had to be.

We crouched through the wooden area, circling to the back of the house. Erik moved
like he'd done this a hundred times before, and | was right behind him. When we
reached the back door, he pulled a thin screw from his pocket and worked the lock.
The faint click was barely louder than the rustle of leaves behind us. He opened the
door slowly, motioning for me to follow.

The inside of the house smelled like cinnamon and pine, holiday cheer that had no
place in my life. We moved through the dark hallway, staying close to the walls. The
sound of Christmas music spilled out from the living room, along with bursts of
laughter.

At the edge of the doorway, | stopped. Erick crouched beside me, gun in hand,
waiting for the signal. | straightened my back, adjusted the mask one last time, and
walked into the room.

The music kept playing. Jan and Donna were in their own little world, spinning and
laughing, dancing. For a moment, | just stood there, watching them. Then | stepped
forward, moving with the music, my boots tapping softly on the floor. They didn't
notice at first. | raised my arms and spun around, dancing alongside them.

Donna saw me first, she froze, her face going pale. Jan followed her gaze and turned,
his face shifting in fear.

| tilted my head.



"Don't stop on my account," | said.

Jan fumbled for the remote and turned off the music.

"Oh, fuck, that was my favorite part."

| reached into my pocket and pulled out the knife.

"Jingle bells," | sang softly to myself. "Jingle bells, jingle knife away," | spun around,
twirling the blade in my hand. My tone, almost teasing, tore them apart, and | just

took a step closer, singing, "Oh, what fun it isto ride the blade," | giggled.

“In a one-horse open... slayed." | spun again. "Dashing through the snow," | sang
softly, "making Snowman go."

Taking a step forward, "To slash your throat,” | whispered, drawing closer, lifting the
knifein the air.

Donna grabbed Jan's arm, her fingers brushing against his shirt. He stepped in front
of her, his hands up in a shaky attempt to calm her.

"Y ou're supposed to be in prison,” he shouted, his voice cracking.

| took a step closer. "The funny thing about bars--they don't hold as well when you
don't exist."

From behind, | heard Erik shouting, "Why did you burn the farm?"

"Please," Donnawhispered, her voice trembling. "We didn't..."

"Lies." His voice cut through the room as he stepped forward, the gun steady. "Y ou



burned the farm. Don't even try to deny it."

Jan backed up until his shoulders hit the wall. "We can talk about this," he said,
desperate. "We can figure this out.”

| stared at him, at the panic in his eyes. | could feel the rage rising, but it wasn't the
wildfire | expected. It was cold, and sharp, like he didn't care at all.

| tilted my head, studying him. "Talk?" | said quietly. "Sure. Let'stalk.”
Erik pressed the gun into Jan's neck, and he flinched, his breath hitching so rapidly.
"Ingrid left adiary,” he started, words tumbling over each other. "It... it talked about

the cult, the family, and Lena." He looked at Donna as if she might save him.

"We just went to talk to her, | swear. But she... she freaked out! She came at us, and
Jan hit her, and she fell," she whispered.

Erik's eyes narrowed, the tension in his body coiling tighter.

"Thefire" Jan said quickly, hisvoicerising, "it was an accident! That'sall it was."

"No," | said, cutting through his excuses. "She was aive. You left her there. You let
her burn."

Donna's lip quivered as she spoke, "If we'd known, we wouldn't—"

"Y ou wouldn't do a damn thing," Erik snapped. "Because thisis who you are. Thisis
what you do." He was shaking now, his fury barely contained.

| could seeit, he was about to break.



"Tekeawalk," | said, stepping toward him.

n But_ll

"Now!"

Erik stared at me for a moment, his chest heaving, then turned and stormed out. The
door slammed behind him, leaving nothing but silence.

They both turned to me, | could see a trace of hope in their eyes, but for nothing. |
tilted my head toward the kitchen, and shouted, "Move."

Donna hesitated, but Jan was aready shuffling toward the kitchen island, his knees
trembling. As they sat down in the wooden chairs, | reached into Erik's bag and
pulled out the duct tape. The ripping sound echoed the room as | taped their wrists
and anklesto the chairs. It wasn't precise, but it held.

Jan looked up at me, hislip trembling. "Please," he started, but | cut him off.

| yanked his shirt, the fabric tearing easily in my hands, and | tied the strip across his
mouth, muffling his voice. His breathing turned shallow, panicked.

| moved to the sink, filled a pot with water, and turned back to him.

"Where'sthe diary?' | asked, my voice flat.

Jan shook his head violently. "It burned on the farm!" he mumbled through the cloth.

| tipped the pot forward, water pouring over his face. He gasped and sputtered, his
body jerking against the chair.



"Try again," | said, refilling the pot at the sink.

“I'm not lying!" he cried, struggling to breathe, his voice desperate.

"Sure," | muttered, dousing him again. His head snapped back as he choked, his chest
rising and falling in sharp bursts as he gasped for air.

| turned to Donna, her eyes wide as | approached, "You?' | asked.

She shook her head quickly, her voice shaking. "Did you... did you kill my son?"'

The question hung in the air for a moment without answer, her eyes following mine,
looking for truth.

Then words came through, "I did," | said finally.

Her sobs broke free, and she collapsed against the tape, her whole body shook. | just
watched her for a moment, detached. Her grief didn't move me, | just ssmply didn't
care.

| turned to the stove, twisting the knob, the soft hiss of gas filled the room.

"No!" Donna's cries grew frantic. "Please! No!" She thrashed against the chair, the
tape straining but holding still.

| didn't answer.

| let the gas spread, walking away, and when the sharp smell reached the tip of my
nose | dipped into my pocket and pulled out a matchbox.

| lit asingle match, watching the flame flicker, walking further away.



Her sobs turned to screams. "Please, please—don't!"

| didn't look back.

| tossed the match inside, the flame catching instantly, and | closed the door and
walked away.

The fire spread fast, licking up the walls and consuming the whole house. Their
screams filled the air, together with the crackle of flames.

| walked, the heat at my back, their voices fading in the fire. They were burning, their
life belonged to the flame now.

Some part of me felt lighter.

Justice wasn't perfect.

But it was enough.
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| didn’t know what day it was. | didn’t know if | would stay here like this forever, or
iIf he would come back. He hadn’t spent the night. | was alone, bruised, and waiting
for him within the cold walls of this house. | needed him. | needed him to come back
and tell me that everything would be okay. | needed to hear his voice promising that
no matter how hard it got, we would be okay.

But no matter how hard | tried to imagine a brighter outcome, the reality aways
dragged me deeper. It always seemed worse, no matter which ending | dared to hope
for.

And it was breaking me.

Piece by piece, | wasfalling apart.

| sat at the bottom of the staircase, wrapped in his white shirt. It hung loose on me,
oversized, but it had his scent, and that was enough to make me feel like he was still
near. On my lap, | gathered the ripped parts of my clothes, picking them up piece by
piece from the stairs. My fingers trembled as | fought back tears.

Not again. Please, not again.

My gaze drifted to the door. The axe was still lodged in it. | had always managed to
imagine some kind of ending, to escape, but this time, my mind was blank. Should |



just leave? Should | find my way to somewhere, anywhere, or should | wait?

If I waited too long, would | miss a chance to feel alive again? Even if | was broken,
with the shadow of despair pressing against my brain, | still hoped for something
more. | wanted to grow old, and gray. | wanted to tell someone that | had lived, that |
had survived whatever this life had thrown at me.

And yet, here | was. Watching. Choosing him. Even when he walked away because
cooling down was easier for him than facing me.

Then | heard the sound of a car pulling up in front of the house. My heart |eaped
before | could think. | sprang to my feet, the pieces of fabric dipping from my lap
and scattering onto the floor. The sound was drowning out every single thought from
before as | ran to the front door and opened it, throwing it wide.

| saw him.

He was in the car, staring a me through the windshield. His hands rested on the
steering wheel, his eyes hesitant, like he wasn’t sure if he wanted to get out. But |
needed him to. | needed him to come to me, to wrap me in his arms, to make
everything else disappear.

| needed him.

Without thinking, | rushed down the steps of the house, the door left swinging gar
behind me. The icy snow stung my bare feet, but | didn’t stop. My heart thundered in
my chest as | ran toward the car, toward him .

The door opened, and he stepped out. As he closed the distance between us, | didn’t
wait. | jumped into his arms, wrapping myself around him, my hands clasped tightly
around his neck, my legslocking at his hips. | held on asif letting go would break me



completely.

His hands pressed against my back, locking me as he carried me toward the house.
Neither of us spoke. We didn’t need to.

Everything we couldn’t say wasin that one embrace.

| needed him more than air, | needed him more than water, and he was the food that
fueled my soul. Even though it hurt so damn much, | still wanted him. | wanted him
more than life, | wanted him more than love, and he was the need that fueled my
heart. Even when | broke apart, just seconds away from him, | knew |
belonged—here, with him. In hell or heaven, | didn’t care, as long as | was by his
side.

The door clicked shut behind us. He lowered me to the floor, his face hovering above
mine, his breath warm against my skin.

“I'm sorry | left,” hefinally murmured. “1 never should have.”
| silenced him with a kiss, my lips meeting his before he could say more. | stood on
my tiptoes to reach him, my fingers tracing the back of his neck, grounding us

together.

He pulled me closer, lifting me, his arms tightening as if he couldn’t bear to let go.
He stole my breath away, again.

“1 know,” | whispered against hislips. “It’s okay.”
His forehead pressed against mine, his skin brushing softly, his eyes searching mine.

“1 had a rough night,” he whispered, his voice cracking. “All | want is to lie down
with you and forget the rest of the world.”



He set me gently on the floor, his hand still in mine as | tugged him toward the stairs.
“Then let’ sforget the world,” | said softly.

But he stopped.
His hand tightened around mine, and | turned around to face him.

“Lenadied last night,” he said. “And Laurais still missing.” He swallowed hard. “If
they look intoit... if they find the farm and what’s on it... this could al be the end.”

His words hit me, leaving me frozen on the steps. My heart pounded, not just at the
thought of what had happened, but at what might come next. Lena was gone. And
Laura... the thought of her, out there somewhere, sent a chill through me colder than
the snow outside.

Fear clawed at me, threatening to spill out, but | couldn’t show it. | couldn’t tell him
that the thought of her return terrified me, thought of her chaos. She was my mom,
but she was never real. Deep down, | was afraid. Afraid of what she would do if they
found her alive. Afraid of what it would mean for us.

| didn’t know Lena well, but | knew she cared about him. Even in her cold, distant
way, she was still his mother. And in their own twisted, complicated way, they loved
each other. My heart broke for him.

There were no tears in his eyes, the icy blue that usually sparkled had deepened, and
darkened. They looked more like mine now, ocean blue, muted as if al the light in
them had drowned. As if we both lost that spark for life, with nothing left to light it

again.

Our eyes locked, two waves crashing into each other, drowning together, searching
for something, anything, to cling to.



“I’m sorry about Lena,” | said softly. “I never thought... | didn’t expect her to leave
SO soon.”

“Yeah,” he murmured, hisvoice distant. “Me neither.”

He stepped closer, brushing his lips against my forehead. “I’'m going to take a
shower,” he said quietly. “If you want to eat, the fridgeisfull.”

“Oh.” The word fell out of me before | could stop it. | wasn't expecting that. | didn’t
want food, | wanted him. | wanted him to stay, to let me hold him, to let me help with
the pain he was carrying. But | didn’t push.

“Have anice shower,” | said instead.

He walked past me, his footsteps slow and disappeared up the stairs toward the
bedroom.

| stayed where | was, standing in the hallway, staring at the space he just left. When |
heard the soft click of the bedroom door closing, | felt pain swell in my chest.

| forced myself to move, turning back to the mess scattered around the room. The
ripped clothes, the antlers, and one by one, | took them in my arms, and with my

hands full, | walked into the kitchen.

| opened the trash bin and began to toss everything away. Each piece felt heavier than
it should have, like | was discarding parts of myself.

| wanted him.

It had been thirty minutes. The longest thirty minutes of my life. Even though we
were in the same housg, it felt like we were worlds apart. | hadn’t seen him, but |



noticed the axe was gone from the door, and the guns that hung on the walls, were
gone, too. From upstairs, | heard the metallic clicks of achest being locked.

He was putting everything away.

He was afraid. Afraid of hurting me again.

Tears blurred my eyes as | stood there. He didn’t understand. He thought the pain he
caused would break me, but it didn’t. It wasn’t the pain that threatened to ruin me, it
was the distance, that | was away from him.

Suddenly, the doorbell rang, startling me. | turned toward the sound, my breath
catching as two blurred shadows moved behind the blurred glass pane beside the
door.

| hesitated, then walked over and opened it.

Standing on the porch were two people. The woman was in her mid-thirties, with
sharp whiskey-brown eyes and her dark hair tied in a ponytail. She wore a gray suit
with a light blue shirt beneath it. Around her neck hung a badge, but not a detective
one, but something else, something official. Her eyes cut through me, scanning me.
Beside her was a man. Isak.

“Hi, Bree,” he said. “l seeyou’'re well.”

| nodded, caught off guard, but before | could say aword, the woman spoke.

“May we comein?’ Her voice was professional. “We're colleagues of Thor Karlsson.
Thisishishouse, isn't it?’



| nodded again, stepping aside. “Yes,” | said softly.

As they entered, | closed the door behind them. My mind raced, wondering what this
was about, but before | could call for Thor, he appeared.

He stood at the top of the staircase, dressed in a black shirt and matching trousers. His
hair was swept back, though a few strands fell loosely onto his forehead. His blue
eyeswereicy again.

“Frida. Isak. What a surprise.”

He walked down the stairs, casually rolling up his sleeves.

“Yes,” Frida said, her eyes shifting between me and him. “l could say the same
thing.”

| moved to the staircase as Thor reached the bottom. He stood beside me, his hand
brushing lightly against my back.

“Why are you here?” Thor asked. “I called Johansson. Told him | was taking some
vacation days.”

Frida s lips twitched, almost amused. “We're not here about that.”

Thor’ s jaw tightened dlightly. “Then why?’

"We're here for Bree," Isak said.

| instinctively stepped back, my body behind Thor's.

Frida chuckled, "Oh, we're not here to take you," she said. "We just came to pass on



a message. Your mother," she paused, "your real mother, Victoria Muller, wants to
know when you'll come back."

"Come back?' | asked, stepping out from behind Thor, my arms stiff at my sides. "I
don’t want to go back."

"No one'sforcing you," she said, smiling. "But you' [l have to contact her eventually.
Y ou need to claim your legal name."

| turned to Thor, my eyes silently pleading. Make them go away . | didn’'t want to
leave. Not him. Not this life. | wasn't her daughter; | was Bree. |I'd aways been just

Bree.

"Okay then," she said lightly, "why don’t you make us some tea? We'll have a little
chat with Detective Karlsson while we wait."

The false sweetness in her voice boiled against me, but | nodded, my feet dragging
me to the kitchen. | had no intention of making tea, | sipped around the corner,

pressing myself against the wall to listen instead.

"We found Laura' s body. She drowned in the river, but there were... irregularities.
Bruises, cuts, signs she might have been tortured before she ran.”

Thor stiffened, his arms folding across his chest. Isak reached into his pocket and
handed over something small and metallic.

"We found thisin her coat," he sad.

Thor’ s brows furrowed as he held the badge up to the light. "My badge?"

"Yes," she said. Her arms mirrored Thor's, crossing. "We were wondering how it got



there, especially since you never reported it missing.”

Panic surged through me, | couldn’t let them accuse Thor, not for this, and before |
could think twice, | stepped back into the room.

"It was me," | blurted, my voice shaking but loud enough to stop the conversation. "I
gaveit to her."

Thor turned as | pressed on, moving closer. "The water is boiling," | added quickly,
pointing toward the kitchen, buying myself a moment. "Thor left the badge there

when they came to ask about the missing woman. Mel and | both saw it."

Frida blinked, caught off guard. "Oh," she said, recovering. She turned back to Thor.
"Wéll, you still should have reported it."

"l am on holiday. | planned to report it as soon as | return." His tone hardened. "But
tell me, why islsak here?'

"My shoesizeisa39," Isak interrupted, his voice flat, deflecting the question.

Thor chuckled, "Y ou know what they say about small feet..."

| bit back a laugh, brushing my fingers across my lips. "So," | said, shifting the
tension. "Still want that tea?

"No," Isak snapped, glaring. "We're good."
Frida cleared her throat, regaining composure. "We'll be in touch," she said, already

heading toward the door, but soon her eyes moved to the jagged cut near the frame.
"What happened here?"



"Star Wars duedl,” | said, unable to stop the grin spreading across my face. "It turns
meon." A blush crept up my cheeks, betraying me.

Thor’ s lips twitched, barely suppressing alaugh as he looked at me.

Fridaraised an eyebrow. "Huh," she muttered. "Well, have anice day."

As soon as the door clicked shut, Thor turned to me. His hand dlid to the back of my
neck, and he drew me to him. His lips claimed mine, the kiss deepening, his tongue
exploring my mouth in hunger. Before | could catch my breath, he lifted me, pulling
me against him as he carried me to the kitchen. The faint crunch of tires on gravel
faded as the car drove away, leaving usin silence inside.

He set me down on the kitchen counter, the fridge humming softly beside us. His lips
hovered over mine as he whispered, "Y ou didn’t have to cover for me."

"I know," | murmured, a sly smile tugging at my lips. "But | wanted them gone, so |
could have you al to myself."

"Hmmm," he growled softly. "I love the thought of that."

His hand found its way back to my neck, pulling me closer as he kissed me again,
slower this time, savoring every second of it.

Then he pulled away, the heat of his eyes never leaving mine as he turned to the
fridge. Opening the lower drawer, he let the cold air out from the freezer and pulled
out a plastic container. He placed it beside me on the counter, slowly, amost teasing.

"You know," he began, "when | first met you, | would wake up in the mornings and
find these popsiclesin the fridge."



| tilted my head "Ice cream?' | asked, grinning.

“Nah," he said, shaking his head as he took out one of the popsicles.

It was small, milky white, no more than four inches. His grin stretched from ear to ear
as he held it up. "Guess again."

| slapped a hand over my mouth as | realized. "You're not telling me you... oh my
God, Thor! That’s messed up!"

He laughed, his eyes crinkling at the corners. "l think | was saving it for... situations
like this," he said. His hands found my knees, parting them gently, his touch sending
shivers down my spine.

| swallowed hard, fully aware of where that popsicle was made of his cum and ice. |
curved my spine, widened the gap between my thighs, and leaned against the cool
tiles of the kitchen wall. He held the popsicle so near now that | could sense the frosty
chill from the ice grazing my skin, and then he pressed it against my clit, making a
shiver course through me.

"Fuck," it came out of me.

"Have you ever got burned by snow?' he asked, his eyes locked onto me, "l did, it's
cold."

He gently pushed it in, | could feel the ice melting inside me, my inner muscles
clenching around it. As he drove it further into me, | surrendered, allowing it to
dissolve. My eyes fluttered open, my hands finding their way to his shoulders, fingers
digging into his skin.

His fingers wrapped around the stick once more and he thrust it deeper as it continued



melting within me. The dissolved ice dripped under me, making its way under my ass
cheeks. His hand shifted again, taking the plastic stick that was left from the popsicle
of his cum. All the ice was inside me, melting without the stick, | felt like my brain
was freezing along with the ice inside me.

He threw the stick next to me, and drew me closer, unzipping his trousers.

"Can you fed the burn?' he asked.

| was speechless, | had no words, | just nodded.

| could feel the ice dissolving within me, leaving only his cold cum. My neck arched
to the back, a moan escaping my lips as shivers moved down my spine. He drew me
nearer, his lipslocking mine. And with one single thrust, he entered me. | was so tight
| felt each inch of him inside, to the point that it hurt. A scream tore from my throat,
my body arching as he kept thrusting inside me.

He moaned against my neck, his hands roamed beneath my shirt, finding my breasts.
He tore the buttons apart, and shirt opened, leaving me naked before him. My legs
wrapped around him, drawing him closer,and allowing him to move in sync with me.

My hand went down to touch myself, rubbing my clit as he continued to thrust inside
me. My back arched and eyes locked onto his, my mouth fell open in asilent cry for
him while biting down on my lower lip.

A smirk graced his face as he drove deeper within me. With each thrust, | could sense
him deeper inside. The thought of his cock growing inside me was taking my breath
away, and just as | was about to come, he joined me. His name escaped my lipsin a
cry, "Thor."

He came within me, his warmth mingling with the icy aftershocks still rippling



through me. It was asif | had fucked with both; Snowman and Thor, ice and fire both
inside me. A smile tugged at my lips as | wrapped my arms around his neck, locking
eyes with him while he whispered, "How isit to be fucked by Showman?'

| chuckled, "cold."

"Luckily you have us both."

And | did, | had all his personalities.

It wasn't funny, but | laughed.

And | know you would too—anyone would. | had a man who would kill for me, a
man who would chase me with an axe, a man who would burn the world for me and

melt the coldest heart for mine. He was everything | could dream of, and | got all that
in one man. How lucky was |?
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SNOWMAN

January, 2017

"If you continue to carry the brick from your past,
you will end up building the same house.”

— Unknown.

Bree was at home. Over the past two weeks, she had grown closer to Julia, Erik's
wife. For Breg, this had started to feel normal, but for me, it was anything but. None
of this was normal. Watching her with their daughter, the way she smiled at that child
tied knots in my stomach. It was the kind of smile that hinted at a wish she hadn't said
but knew she wanted, a wish for something | couldn't give her. Something | didn't
want to share.

| hated myself for that. For not being enough. For not being able to offer her the life
she deserved, alife | knew she needed, alife | couldn't touch.

Now, | sat in the office, the hum of people moving through the halls, their faces
blurred, expressionless, as they passed by. Today was my last day here. Isak was
excited about it, of course. In just aweek, he had clawed his way into the chief's chair
after Jan Johansson's body turned up cold. The department called it an accident. They
didn't know the truth.



They couldn't.

The moment Isak's promotion became official, | handed in my badge. No ceremony.
No fanfare. Just paperwork now. | was ready to let it go.

Life has away of stealing dreams out from under you, and there's nothing you can do
about it. You just stand there, helpless, watching as the wind scatters the pieces that
were never yours to reach.

Frida left yesterday. | could see in her eyes how the unanswered questions still
haunted her, how close she came to uncovering the truth about the Snowman. If it
hadn't been for Mel backing up my story about the badge, she would have caught me.
| could fed it al tightening around me, every thread pulling back into the same
relentless puzzle. But | was done. | had decided to move on.

| was 34. No plans, no future. All | knew was that | needed Bree.

THOR, 8 YEARSOLD

Today, | found out | was going to have a sister. Mom was pregnant. Erik and | were
upstairs in the kitchen, playing with little boats in the sink, letting the water carry
them in the circles. But downstairs, their voices rose crashing against our little game.
We tried not to listen, but the words came through the walls, impossible to ignore.

"Y ou are not going to have that child," Father said. "Get rid of it."

"But..." Mom'svoice trembled. "It'sagirl."

"That's exactly why!" he roared. "I can't have girls around my sons. They need
strength, not her crying and whining."



"What if | don't?' she asked, and at that moment, her voice cracked. She wanted this
baby. Maybe more than she wanted us.

“Then | will throw her to the pigs,” he snarled. "You end it now, or | will end it later."

Erik and | didn't look at each other. We didn't speak. But even as we pretended to
play, tears slid down our cheeks, silent as the little waves lapping in the sink. We
wanted her, this sister we never met, never even seen. We wanted to play with her
and share our toys. We wanted Mom to be happy for once, truly happy. She never
was.

We heard the door slam a few minutes later. Dad left without a goodbye.
Mom climbed the stairs soon after, her steps dragging. She didn't say anything when
she walked in. Shejust sat on the sofa, clutching a pink baby blanket in her hands, her

body trembling as silent sobs shook her.

Erik and | rushed to her side, pressing ourselves against her. She wrapped her arms
around us tightly, asif we might slip away too, and her cries became louder.

Between her sobs, she choked out the words that shattered everything. "We won't
have a baby girl, boys."

Then, she dlid down onto her knees in front of us, taking our hands as tears ran down
her face.

She whispered, "The world breaks little girls so little boys can live."

We didn't understand.But we leaned into her, wrapping our arms around her as best
we could.



PRESENT DAY
| got home, groceries in my hands, balancing the bags awkwardly as | nudged the
door open. Tonight, | wanted to cook for her. Something special. But as | stepped

inside, something felt off. The house was quiet, too quiet.

"Bree?' | called out, my voice bouncing off the walls. | set the bags down on the cold
tile, my chest tightening. No answer.

| walked through the kitchen, peering around the corner. Nothing.

| checked the living room, but it was empty too. My steps quickened.

"Bree!" | shouted, louder thistime.

| sprinted up the stairs, my pulse hammering in my ears. | threw open the bedroom
door. It was empty, just like the rest of the house. Panic shot through me as | called
her name again, my voice cracking.

"Bree!l"

Finally, a soft reply came from the bathroom. "In here."

Relief crashed into me as | rushed to the door.

| pushed it open, expecting, | don't know what. But there she was, kneeling on the
floor, her back to me, holding something in her hands.

"Bree?'

| dropped down beside her, wrapping my arms around her, and pulling her close. She



didn't resist, but whatever she was holding slipped from her hand, landing on the tiles
with a soft clatter.

| looked down and froze. It was a pregnancy test.

Heart pounding, | reached for it, turning it over in my hands. My eyes landed on two
pink lines. The room seemed to tilt.

"What the fuck is this?'

She exhaled softly. "Thor, it's obvious, isn't it?"

"No," | snapped, shaking my head. "No, Bree, it's fucking not!"

Her eyeslifted to meet mine. Calm. Too calm.

"I'm pregnant.”

She stood and turned to the sink to wash her hands as if this was just another moment
in her day.

| stumbled to my feet. "Bree... how?"

"We can't... | mean..."

She turned, "Redlly, Thor? Y ou want me to diagram it for you? We even played with
your cum. What part of thisisn't clear?’

| stared at her, my throat dry. "We can't do this," | said, my voice breaking. "Bree, we

can't.



"But we can," she said. "And we will. There's no going back."
Her words sank into me like a stone, dragging me down, my chest tightened as
flashes of afuture | wasn't ready for raced through my mind. A child. Me, afather. It

didn't feel real, it felt like abad joke.

"Bree," | whispered, swallowing hard, "this is insane. Call me selfish, but isn't it
crazy to have achild? Me? As afather?"

Her eyes softened for just a moment, a single tear slipping down her cheek. "We can
do this," she said quietly.

But | didn't. | couldn't.

| turned and left the bathroom, the test still clutched in my hand, and | collapsed onto
the bed, burying my face in my hands.

My breath came fast, shallow. "Y ou need to see a doctor. Y ou need to... you need to
end this."

| heard her sharp breath, and then she was storming out of the bathroom, her face wet
with tears. "Are you serious right now?" she shouted. "No. Absolutely not."

"Bree." | stood, walking toward her, trying to keep my voice steady. "What if... What
iIf something happens? What if | hurt you? Or the baby?' My hands hovered near her

shoulders, unsureif | should reach for her.

She shoved my hands away. "Don't touch me!" Her voice cracked, but her anger
burned through it.

"What if he or she..." | paused, my throat tightening. "What if they end up like me?



What if | ruin them, Bree?' My hands finally fell onto her shoulders, desperate to
make her understand. "I don't want to hurt you. | don't want to hurt them."

"What if something happens to you, and I'm left alone with a baby? What kind of life
could | even give them?’

Her voice wavered as she looked up at me, her eyes already shining with tears.

| pulled her closer, my arms tightening around her. "l can't even take care of myself,”
| said quietly. "Let alone ababy."

"But you're taking care of me," she whispered. | could feel her shaking, each sob
breaking against me.

"That's different," | said.

| hated seeing her cry. It ripped something open inside me every time. But the
thought of bringing a child into this mess terrified me. If it was a boy, what if he grew
up like the worst men | had known? What if he hurt people, and turned into someone
like Josh or Vic? And if it was agirl... God, what if the same things happened to her
that happened to Bree? What if | couldn't protect her? What if she ended up with
someone like me? A man too broken to love her right, someone who would turn her
pain into addiction so he can enjoy.

| couldn't take that risk. It was too much. But as much as it terrified me, | knew this
wasn't just my choice to make. She had a say in thistoo, even if it tore us apart.

For the first time, | felt atear dip down my cheek. My voice cracked as | said, "Go to
the doctor." | stepped back, my hands falling to my sides. "If you want to keep it, I'll
leave. If you don't...I'll stay."



Her face crumpled, and she collapsed into me again, her sobs hitting like punches |
couldn't dodge.

"Y our choice," | whispered, steadying her before letting her go.

She looked at me through the tears, "I fucking hate you, Thor Karlsson," she sobbed.

Her words hit harder than | expected, but | didn't stop. | turned and walked toward the
door, every step pulling me further from her, from us, from everything.

"I hate you!" she screamed behind me, her voice shaking.

It cut through me, but | didn't turn back. | couldn't.

When | hit the cold air outside, | stumbled onto the snowy stairs, sinking as my breath
came in gasps. | looked at my hands, at the scar across my palm. My father gave me
that scar the first time he sent me alone into the woods.

"Fuck."

My hands clenched into fists.

| couldn't do it. | couldn't bring a child into this world, not like this. Not with all the
pain | carried, not with all the things I'd seen. | couldn't risk becoming my father. |
couldn't be the reason another person ended up broken.

And her...she deserved more. More than me. More than thislife | couldn't give her.

| was a monster, and monsters like me didn't deserve to be fathers, but angels like her
deserved every chance to be mothers.
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| sat on the cold stone steps outside, picking at the edge of my sleeve, whileinside, he
moved around with a glass of whiskey in his hand. Thor called Erik to take me to the
doctor and said he would wait for my decision. But | hadn't given him one yet. The
truth was, | didn't know. | didn't want to live with him, but | wasn't sure | could live
without him either.

The sound of tires crunching over snow broke through the quiet, and | looked up to
see Erik's black car pulling up. | stood slowly, brushing my hands over my legs, and |
walked toward the car, but when | opened the door, it wasn't Erik behind the whedl. It

was Julia.

"Get in," she said, her voice light, but her eyes sharp. Her long brown hair fell loose
around her shoulders, and she gave me a small smile that didn't reach her eyes.

She knew.

| hesitated, then climbed in, and as soon as | buckled my seatbelt, she pressed on the
gas.

"Erik told me what happened,” she said.

| kept my eyes on the road ahead, the lines on the asphalt blurring in the headlights.



"Do you even want this baby?' she asked. "Or is thisjust a baby fever ever since you
met Aurora?’

Her words hit hard, and | stiffened. Aurora. Her baby. Her life. | swallowed and
shrugged. "I want him," | whispered.

"That's not an answer."

| didn't respond. | didn't know how to. | pressed my hands against my thighs, staring
out the window, watching as the woods outside sped past.

"Bree, you're nineteen,” she said. "Y ou haven't had a chance to live yet. And Thor, he
lived too much, he has seen more than anyone should.”

| turned to her, my heart pounding. "What do you mean?'

Her lips pressed into athin line as if deciding how much to say. Finally, she let out a
small sigh. "He had agirlfriend once," she said. "He lost her."

That landed like a punch to the stomach. "I didn't know," | murmured.

"Not many do. And there's more to it. We still don't know if she... if she did it
herself, or if he—" She stopped and shook her head. "It doesn't matter. What matters
IS, that Thor cares about you. He really does. But too much of that kind of care, Bree,
it can smother you."

| turned to face her, "What are you trying to say?"
"I'm saying, you need to figure out if you're choosing this for yourself, or if it's what

you really want. Because if you're not sure, Bree, he'll drag you down with him. Not
because he wants to, but because that's all he knows."



"If you decide to keep this baby, run. Change your name, your address, everything.
Just run."

"But—"
"Thor's a good guy, but there's something dark inside him. If that dark resurfaces,
hell find you. And when he does..." She hesitated, her gaze heavy. "You can say

goodbye to your life."

| froze, my hand drifted to my stomach, trembling as it rested there. Tears stung my
eyes. "What if | lose the baby?' | whispered, my voice breaking.

"You won't. | can seeitinyour eyes. You aready love this child."

The words lodged in my throat. "What if | lose him?' My voice cracked, and before |
could stop it, the tears came, spilling down my face.

"You aready lost him," she said, her hand settling gently on my thigh. "But you can
do this. Y ou're stronger than you think."

My shoulders shook as | tried to hold back the sobs. "I can't," | choked out. "l just
can't."

"You can,"” she said, her voice pulling me back. "And you will."

Soon she turned the wheel and pulled the car in front of a small house. A woman
stood on the porch, waiting. Her long gray hair curled softly at the ends, and her face
was wrinkled with worry. But it was her eyes that caught me, there was something

familiar about them. My breath caught in my chest.

"That's her, isn't it?'



Julia nodded. "Erik called her. Thought you might need someone here for... when you
decide..."

My chest tightened. "How did you even know?' My voice cracked. "I don't even
know what | want!"

"Bree, come on." Julia gave me a smile. "It's obvious. We just didn't know how Thor
would takeit." Her expression turned serious. "Talk to her. Then I'll take you to him."

"I don't know if | can." My eyes stayed fixed on the woman, the distance between us
suddenly too much and too close all at once.

"You can. You've got this."
| opened the car door, and stepped closer to the house, the woman's arms opened
dlightly. | wasn't ready for this. My feet felt like lead, and | stopped a few steps away,

frozen.

Julia brushed past me, her hand grazing mine, she turned as she walked, giving me a
quick wink asif to say, You'll befine.

"Hi," the woman said.

"Hi," | murmured.

"How are you?"

“I'm okay," | said, my words felt empty. "Y ou?"'

"Okay," she said, though her tears betrayed her. "Erik told me you go by Bree now.
But your real nameis Zara."



"My nameis Bree," | said, cutting her off. | couldn't explain why, but hearing her say
my real name felt like a dlap.

"Okay," she said. "Bree. It's nice to meet you."

She wastrying so hard, but | couldn't meet her halfway. Not yet.

"Listen," | said, forcing the words out before | could lose my nerve. "I'm not going to
pretend you don't know my story. And I'm not going to act like everything's fine. It's
not." | looked her in the eye. "All | can give you right now is this... I'm going to be

okay, but | need time."

She nodded, a tear slipping down her cheek. "That's okay," she said softly. "Take al
the time you need.”

"Itis," | said, my own tears threatened again. "It is."

Her hand came up to wipe a stray tear from my face. "Y ou have your father's eyes,"
she said, "He was a good man."

"Was?' | asked, my heart tightening.

She looked down. "He died afew years ago. It's just me now."

Another tear slid down my cheek. The truth hit me hard. | would never have a real
father. Joe took that from me. Anger ssmmered inside, but instead of letting it take

over, | just folded into her arms. My walls broke, and | |et the sobs spill out.

"To be honest,” | mumbled through the tears, "my lifeisrealy shitty right now, and |
just... | need someone to hug."



Her arms wrapped around me tighter, warming me. "I'll always be here to hug you,"
she said softly. "I've waited fifteen years for this." She was crying now, her tears
soaking into my shoulder. "My baby girl," she whispered, her voice breaking, "you're

here.

"I am," | said, then, with a shaky breath, | added, "And... you're going to be a
grandma.”

She pulled back just enough to look at me, her eyes red from tears. "I know," she
said, her lips trembling into a smile. She wiped at her face and then mine, brushing
away the tears. "And you're going to be amazing."

"Am 1?7 | asked, my voice cracking.

"Yes." She nodded, smiling like it was the most obvious thing in the world. "Y ou
will."

Before | could say anything else, she pulled me back into another hug. | let myself
sink into it, and over her shoulder, my eyes drifted to the house. Julia and Erik were
on the balcony, watching us. Their faces were framed by the warm light spilling out
from inside, they looked perfect, but | knew it was alie.

| didn't know their whole story, and no one ever told the full truth about love or life.
Not really. | could guess that what they had wasn't the picture they showed us, and |
had seen it all before.

Still, 1 couldn't help but wish. | wished for a better life, one that didn't come in broken
pieces. | wanted more. | needed more. And in that moment, | knew what | had to do.

This baby.



No matter how many times | have told myself | was enough, no matter how many
times | put everyone else's needs ahead of my own, this time was different, this time,
| had no choice.

Thistime, it had to be me.

For you, my baby, just for you.
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The door was wide open when | arrived. Stepping inside, | noticed two suitcases
sitting by the hallway table, neatly placed as if they were waiting for something or
someone. | looked around, my breath catching, but the house was still.

He wasn't here.

A strange pressure built in my chest, suffocating me. My heart pounded, each beat
sharper than the last. My hands trembled, and | blinked rapidly, trying to clear my
blurred vision. | reached out instinctively, hoping for something solid to hold on to,
but my fingers found nothing but empty space.

That's when | saw a letter on the marble-topped table. My legs felt unsteady as |
moved closer,l picked it up, the paper shaking in my grip as my tears began to fall.
The first words, scrawled in his handwriting, hit me like a whisper | wasn't ready to
hear:

"To Bree."
"I will never be the man you deserve, even if you think | already am.
Lena once told me, "The world breaks little girls so little boys can live" | didn't

understand what she meant until | found out you were pregnant. | was raised to be
one of those little boys, shaped by selfishness and entitlement. And maybe that's why



| held on to you so tightly, never giving you the chance to leave. Maybe | thought if |
kept you close enough, | could keep myself from falling apart.

When | walked into the bathroom and saw you holding that test, | knew. | knew you'd
keep the baby. | knew you'd make a choice | wasn't ready to make. And | knew I'd
hurt you when | told you | couldn't stay to raise this child with you. But | swear, it's
because | believed it was for the best, for both of you.

If you have a boy, promise me you'll teach him to be the kind of man who lifts little
girls up, not tears them down. Teach him to fight for them, to change the world for
them. And if you have a girl, teach her to own her place in the world. Show her how
to stand tall and hold her ground, so no one, not any little boy, can take it from her.

Lena was right, the world does break little girls, but sometimes, it breaks little boys
too.

If there were another universe, | would call you again, just to hear your voice. |
would hold on tighter on number one and love you better, never let go. But this isn't
that universe.

You'll always be my number one, Birdie. Always have been. Always will be.

Love, Thor"

| sank to my knees, the letter crumpling in my hand, its edges digging into my skin.
My chest tightened, and a scream ripped out of me. Pain shot through me, so sharp,
and | doubled over, my forehead brushing the floor.

The door flew open, and Julia and Victoria rushed in. Their voices overlapped,

worried, and unsure, but | couldn't make out what they were saying. They tried to lift
me, their hands under my arms, pulling gently, but my body wouldn't move.



| just stayed there.

| patted my pocket, frantic.

Empty.

Panic spiked, and | shouted. "Phone! | need a phone!™

Julia fumbled through her purse and handed me hers. My fingers trembled as |
grabbed it, the plastic warm from her hand. | brought it close, the numbers swimming
before me.

| pressed one.

Nothing happened.

| pressed it again.

A faint beep, barely a sound.

Tears blurred the screen. My breath hitched as | jabbed at the number, again and
again, the same response each time.

He wasn't here.

Julia crouched next to me, her voice low as she spoke. "Bree, stop. Leave him alone.
He doesn't want—"

"No!" | cut her off, clutching the phone tighter. "He'll answer. He has to.”

My voice cracked, and | pressed the number again.



Julia sighed, pulling the phone from my hands, standing up as | screamed. My voice
felt like it was tearing me apart from the inside, spilling out into the room where no
one could help.

| slumped forward, my body shaking. | curled my fingers on the floor, the pain swept
me under again.

He was gone.

It wasn't my phone.

He wasn't her number one.

He wasn't mine anymore, either.

He left... me.
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"Bree!"
The shout pulled me from my thoughts. | looked up, pushing my blonde hair off my
shoulder as | peered around the coffee machine. My coworker Nea was wrestling
with a basket full of coffee bean bags, having wrapped her arms around it as if it
weighed a ton. Her voice pitches higher with urgency as she yells again, "Bree! A
little help here?’
| hurried over, sliding around the counter. Her face was scrunched with effort, and the
basket wobbled precariously in her grip. Before she could cry out again, | grabbed
one side. Together, we wrestled it onto the bar. It hit the surface with a dull thud, and
Nea let out an exaggerated groan, her hands flying to her hips as she stood straight.
"You know," | teased, brushing my hands off, "you could've asked for help earlier."
"It'ssix in the morning," she said, fighting off ayawn. "I'm half-asleep."

"Clearly," | said, raising an eyebrow.

She gave me a saucy wink. "Besides, | forgot you were here."



"Nea," | laughed, shaking my head as | walked back to the coffee machine.
"Sometimes | swear you've got early-onset dementia.”

She laughed loudly and uninhibitedly, the kind of laugh that could wake the birds.
She tapped the side of her head with mock seriousness. "You're probably right. |
should check on my last two brain cells before they die."

| tossed a cleaning cloth at her, smirking. "Oh, stop it."

The loud tick of the clock announced six am. sharp. The sun had not been bold
enough yet to cast its light upon us, and the café was wrapped in the dark. This was
my haven-mornings like this. All the nightmares that haunted my nights felt so small
under the glowing lights of this warm café. And when sleep at least decided to be a
foe, | knew | would be in peace here.

The jingle above the door yanked me back to the here and now. Cold air swirled in,
touching my skin, and on its heels came the scent of winter: sharp, clear cold and the
earthly, homelike smell of wood.

| turned toward the sound of the door, my gaze rising from the counter to the man
who'd just walked in. A black coat clung to the lines of his tall frame. The quiet
intensity of him came with him into the air, like a whispered promise, as he turned
toward me. Café light caught against his face, and my breath hitched. His eyes asicy
as the frost locked onto mine, piercing, freezing me to a spot. His gaze was sharp,
hard to forget, and my heart stumbled in my chest as recognition struck.

"Bree?' he whispered low and raspy asif wrenched from him.
He seemed to look as shocked as | felt; his exhalation froze in the cold air between

us. It had been far too long, far too bloody long since I'd last seen him. Even through
a cold swirl, stirring around, | felt the warmth inside, melt something frozen in me



that was there for far too long.
| walked toward him, my steps slow, | didn't say a word. There was nothing left to
say. The pain wasn't sharp anymore, just a faint ache | had learned to carry, but my

heart still held the same fractured pieces | picked on that day when he walked away.

He sat at the table, his shoulders dlightly hunched. | stopped just short, my fingers
brushing the edge of the table, gripping it to steady myself.

"What can | get you?'

His eyes lifted to mine, his face unreadable at first. Then his gaze dropped to my
hands, lingering there.

Was he searching for aring? There wasn't one. Not since him. Not ever.

"How are you?' he asked, hisvoice careful, hisfists pressing together on hislap.

"I'm good,” | said, tilting my head slightly, keeping my tone cool, detached. "Y ou?"

He hesitated, the movement of his throat betraying the words he was struggling to
find. Finaly, he said, "Can | have an espresso, please?"’

| nodded and turned away quickly before the tears in my eyes could spill over. His
silence had told me everything | needed to know. He was still the same Thor |
remembered. The one who tried so hard to hide his cracks but never could when |
was around. And now, sitting there, the pieces were dlipping through his fingers all
over again.

"You okay?' Nea asked in a hushed tone, glancing over at him.



| nodded, swallowing the lump in my throat, but | didn't speak. | let the tears fall
silently instead. Let the memories wash over me like they aways did. Like they
always would.

The bell above the door jingled again, startling me back into the present. | turned, and
there was my mother, carrying my daughter.

"Mamal" her tiny voice rang out, her hands reaching for me. She wore her favorite
pink sweater, her teddy bear tucked under her arm, her blond curls bouncing as she
squirmed in my mother's arms. Her eyes, icy blue eyes, met mine, and my heart
clenched.

Hiseyes.

| took her in my arms, pressing her close as she giggled against my neck, her small
fingerstangling in my hair like they always did.

When | looked back at him, his face had changed. His breaths were shallow, his eyes
locked on her. He didn't say anything at first, but | could see unspoken questions. His
mask was slipping, no matter how hard he tried to hold it in place.

| walked toward him, each step breaking me apart, and when | reached the table, |
pulled out the chair and sat across from him.

"What's her name?' he finally asked.
"Snow," | said softly, my chest tightening with every word. "Her name is Snow."
A tear dipped down his cheek, hisjaw clenched tight. Before | could say anything, he

stood up, his fist samming the table. The sound made Snow cry, her wail cutting
through the room as he turned and rushed to the door. | watched through the window



as he stopped outside, bent over, his hands on his knees, trying to hold himself
together. But | could see it—he couldn't. He was breaking apart.

And quietly, sowas|.

He left again, and it felt like my heart broke all over again.

| turned back to Snow, pulling her into my arms, her cries shaking her small body. |
held her close and whispered, " Shh, mommy's here. Shh, baby."

"Is scary man gone?' she whispered against my chest, her tiny voice muffled as |
pressed my palm against her head.

"Aha" | managed to say, but nothing else would come. My chest felt tight, words
stuck in my throat.

How could | tell her?

How could | tell her that the scary man was her dada ? The man | told her stories
about every night before bed? How could | tell her that when he finally saw her, after
all thistime, he walked away instead of holding her? How could | tell her he wouldn't
be there for her first day of school, for al the milestones that mattered?

He wasn't there when she took her first steps, or when she fell and scraped her knee.
He didn't see me bandage it while she clung to me, while her cheeks drowned in
tears. He wasn't there for her first word that wasn't "mama’ or "dada,” just a curious
little "hi." He missed all of it. Her cries, her laughter, her playing "mom and dad"
even though she didn't really have one.

He missed her first day of kindergarten, the excitement in her eyes, the way shelit up
meeting other kids. He didn't hear everyone say how kind, how wonderful she was.



And | hated him for it. Not because he left me, but because he left her. He chose to
leave her.

But what broke me even more was knowing that if he tried, if he even made the
smallest effort, I'd let him back in. I'd let him break me all over again. | forgot too
often that she was the one who saved me after he walked away. She was the one in
my arms on nights when | cried for him. She was the one who gave me a reason to
keep going. She gave me hope, gave melife.

And yet, | named her after the man who chose to leave us both behind.

Snow.
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If asingle look could break a man, theirs would be the one. If asingle sound could rip
the soul clean out, it would be her cries.

| sat on the bench outside the café where she worked. | knew it well—it was mine. |
knew she struggled after me, and it was tearing me apart to watch her from a distance.

She didn't know | was still around. That | cried when she cried. | smiled faintly when
she laughed as if her happiness still had the power to reach me. She didn't know |
stayed away because losing her made me lose myself.

She didn't know that | kept waiting. Watching her stare at her phone, like she was
trying to work up the courage to press that number one on speed dial. | waited every
time, hoping—foolishly—that she'd call. But the call never came.

| told myself I let her go. But deep down, | knew | never really did. And now, when |
thought | was ready to let her see me again, | couldn't move. | couldn't face her.

If she knew my side of the story if she knew how much | waited for her, how |
chained mysdlf to the guilt every time she crossed my mind. How | made sure HE

never knew where she was.

| lost myself when | lost you, Bree.



If only you knew how many nights | looked up at the stars, wondering if they'd ever
align again. Wondering if they'd bring us back together. Wondering what if.

What if I'd just stayed? Would you still be here? Would she?

But thisisn't my story to get a happy ending. It's yours.

Forgive me.

| sat on the bench outside her house, the icy wood biting through my jeans. The
window light flickered off, leaving the house dark and still. | stayed, staring up at her
window, hoping for just a shadow, a sign of her. Even a silhouette.

But there was nothing.

My jaw tightened, frustration knotting in my chest.

Another day lost. Another day without her.

A soft tap on my shoulder snapped me out of my thoughts.

"Why are you here?"

| turned, startled.

She stood behind me, her red pgjamas poking out from under a long, heavy coat. It
barely shielded her from the cold, and she was shivering. Her arms were crossed

tightly over her chest, her eyesred and swollen, like she'd been crying for hours.

"Bree?'



"Why are you here?' she asked again, her voice sharp but trembling. "What are you
trying to do?"

| opened my mouth, but the words caught.

What was || trying to do?

"Speak, Thor." Her voice cracked, her hands balling into fists. "Please.”

| stood, the coffee I'd been holding dlipping from my hand, the dark liquid spilling
over the snow likeink.

"Bree," | started, stepping toward her.

She didn't move, didn't flinch. But her eyes brimmed with fresh tears. "Why are you
here now? After everything?'

| hesitated, my breath hitching. "1—"

Before | could finish, she let out a bitter laugh, wiping her eyes roughly with the back
of her hand. "You don't even know, do you? You just show up, expecting... | don't
even know what."

"I needed to see you," | said, my voice low.

Her eyebrows furrowed, and her lip quivered. "You needed to see me?' Her voice
rose. "What about when | needed you? What about when your daughter needed you?'

"Bree, |—"

"Don't." Her voice cracked, and she turned away, her shoulders shaking. "Don't stand



here in the cold and pretend like this fixes anything."

| reached out, grabbing her arm gently. She froze but didn't pull away. Not yet.

"I loveyou," | said, the words spilling out before | could stop them. "l love you, Bree.
| always have."

She shook her head, a small, bitter sound escaping her lips. "Y ou don't get to say that.
Not now. Not when | was finally learning how to forget you."

| stepped closer, trying to catch her eyes, but she wouldn't ook at me. "l left because
| thought it was the only way to protect you. To protect both of you."

Her laugh was sharp and hollow. "Protect me? That's what you're calling it?"

"Yes," | said, my voice firming. "l left because Frida knows. She knowsit was me."

That made her stop. She turned to face me, "You're lying."

"I thought leaving would fix it. | thought it would make it better for you, for her. But
it didn't. It only made things worse."

Her expression softened for just a moment, but then she shook her head, walking
away. "Y ou were never here, Thor. Not really. If you were, you'd know her name."

"Snow Tora," | said quietly.

Bree stopped, her back stiffening.

"I know she named her teddy Bambi because she loves the story. | know you tell her
about me before bed, even when you don't want to. | know you give her your phone



when she's scared and tell her to press one to call me, even though you don't believe
I'll answer."

Tears spilled down her cheeks as she turned away again, her shoulders heaving. |
didn't move, didn't try to stop her thistime. | just stood there in the cold.

"I'm sorry," | said softly, but | wasn't sureif she even heard me.

She crumpled to the floor, her knees hitting the snow.

"I did," | said. It felt like the truth was choking me. "Every time."

Her head snapped up, her eyes blazing.

"Fuck you!" she screamed. "You saw me struggling every goddamn day! Every
single fucking day, and you just stood there. Watching from a distance. Fuck you,

Thor!"

| took a step toward her, my heart pounding, but she thrust her hand up, stopping me
in my tracks.

"No!" sheyelled. "Don't come any closer."

"Bree," | whispered, pleading with her, but she wouldn't even look at me.

"It'sworse," she said, her voice quieter now, trembling. "It's worse knowing you were
here the whole time. Knowing you were close enough to help but didn't. That's worse

than you leaving. Twice. And not looking back."

"What do you want me to do?"



"Tell me. Please."

"Call Frida," she said. "Call her right now and tell her where you are. Tell her you
would rather rot in jail than keep hiding from your own daughter.”

My chest tightened, and | stared at her, frozen. "Bree, |—"

"Doit!" she shouted, her chin lifting defiantly. "One call, Thor. That'sall I'm asking."
| swallowed hard, my hands clammy as | pulled my phone from my pocket.

My fingers trembled as | dialed, and the ringing on the other end seemed impossibly
loud. The operator's voice finaly broke through the silence. "122, what's your
emergency?

| hesitated for a moment, then forced the words out. "I've killed people.”

The line went quiet. Bree froze, her eyes widening as her hands flew to her mouth.
"Eighteen men," | continued, my voice steady even though my whole body felt like it
was breaking apart. "And ten women. I... | cut them. Used their parts to build
snowmen.”" My breath caught, and | looked at Bree, her tears were now streaming
freely. "l did it to mock them. To mock their lives."

The operator's breath hitched. Still, | pressed on. "And Jan Johansson," | said. "The
chief of police. He and his lover, Donna. | burned them alive. Buried their sons, Josh

and Vic, because they abused the woman | love."

The operator finally found her voice. "What's your name, sir?' she asked, her tone
unsteady.



"Snowman," | said, staring straight at Bree. "Thor Karlsson."

"Where are you now?' she asked, but before | could answer, Bree lunged forward,
grabbing the phone from my hand and ending the call.

Her pam cracked across my cheek before | could react, the slap ringing on my skin,
leaving nothing but ared trail behind.

"You idiot!" she cried. "Why would you do that?"

"You told meto call," | said, shrugging.

| have nothing left to lose.

Her face crumpled, and then she grabbed me, pulling me close. Her lips met minein a
desperate, angry kiss, her hands gripping my jacket like she was holding on to life.

"Run, Thor," she whispered against my mouth, her voice breaking. "Please. Run."

| shook my head, cupping her face in my hands. My thumbs brushed the tears from
her cheeks as | kissed her again, softer this time, leaving cluesin her mouth.

"No more running,” | whispered, my breath mingling with hers. "Not anymore."
The sound of sirens pierced the air, growing louder with every second. Red and blue
lights flashed around us. Commands were shouted, and the crunch of boots on snow

drew closer.

We didn't stop. We didn't care. We just held on, kissing like the world was ending.
Maybe it was.

They tore me away from her, their hands rough as they pulled me back and cuffed



me. Bree stood there, her arms hanging limply at her sides, tears streaming down her
face.

| smiled at her, asthey dragged me away. "See you around, birdie," | said softly.

She didn't respond, just stood there, watching as they led me out into the cold.

Snowtime.

They could stop Thor, but they couldn't stop The Phantom.
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The Phantom
The world spun. My eyes fluttered, shutting and opening seconds apart. Their
screams echoed in fragments; gurgling, strained, parting with the final goodbye to

life. And me? | could still taste the metallic tang of their throats on my tongue.

In thirty seconds, it was over. The spinning stopped, and the car door creaked open.
All I could see was snow, the empty road, and the silence hanging in the air.

They were gone.

| clenched my fist, snapping the bone in my finger to get free from the handcuffs. The
crack was sharp, just a short pain slice, but | didn't stop. The cold steel slipped from
my wrists as | forced them apart, and | jumped out of the car.

The car lay crumpled against the bark of atree, its front twisted around it. Bodies had
been flung out; one of them split clean apart, shredded by the collision. | couldn't stop
myself. A laugh ripped from my throat as | turned away and walked on.

| spun once, checking if it was all just a bad dream, then kept moving.

In front of me came aroad sign, its letters marking the stretch as D8. | crossed it, my
boots crunching on the frosted road, and the forest rose alongside the road.

Familiar. Too familiar.

The snow fell in lazy, thin at first, then thickening as it was closer to the ground. The



flakes touched my face as | stepped off the road and into the woods.

Crunch. Crunch. Crunch.

Each step felt familiar, pulling me deeper into the dark. | knew this place.

Eight steps to the thick pine tree. Another ten to the rock with the small, jagged cut
running across its surface. | knelt, ignoring the frozen earth against my hands as | dug

through the frozen dirt.

There it was—a box, buried just deep enough to stay hidden from everyone, yet
shallow enough for me to find.

Inside: a mask, an axe, and a gun. A dlip of paper, too, with numbers of alocation, a
safe house. A place where | could disappear.

| took the mask in my hand. White plastic was cold and stained with dried blood, split
into halves: one side white, the other dark red. | didn't flinch. | didn't care. | slipped it
on.

It wasn't just amask. It was areminder.

| stood slowly, my breath blurring the cold air. The axe was tight in my hand, the gun
steadily tucked against my back.

| wasn't Thor Karlsson anymore. That man was gone, a ghost trapped in the past.

| was something else now. A shadow. A ghost. A phantom of what | once was.

And thistime, no one could bring me back. No one could make me knesl.

"Every snowflake falls exactly where it's meant to. Even me," | said, my voice lost to



the woods as | leaned against the rock.

Memories flashed behind my eyes, like snapshots from an old Polaroid camera. Each
image dragged me back to where it al began. Back to the moment | first became who
| am now.

The Phantom.

November, 2009

Lana Dahl. The new girl in town.

She always wore tight jeans and a black coat, her hair slicked back into a ponytail
that framed her pale face, making it look alive, amost glowing. And those whiskey
eyes—God, they made me drunk every time she passed by.

She spent her afternoons outside her house, playing with her younger sister, and
building snowmen. But hers were different. She didn't use branches for arms, she'd
stick empty gloves in their place. She didn't bother with coal for a smile, either.
Instead, she stitched threads into wide grins, like they'd painted their lips with

lipstick. And the finishing touch? A pot for a hat.

To someone like me, those snowmen were masterpieces. To someone like her, they
were just another game.

| stood on the sidewalk, watching from a distance. She was laughing.

| couldn't help but chuckle, too. Then she turned, her eyes locking onto mine.

"Hey, stranger!" she called out, a teasing grin on her lips. "Do you want to build a
snowman?"



| didn't answer. How could 1?7 But something about her pulled me in. Step by step, |
walked toward her house, the freshly fallen snow crunching under my boots.

"How do you like it?" she asked, gesturing to the snowman.

"It feels... incomplete,” | said back.

She laughed, her sister giggling beside her as they stepped back to let me approach
the snowman. Her sister stumbled, falling into the snow.

"Are you okay?' Lana asked, rushing to her side. Her sister winced, holding up her
hand. A thin red line ran across her palm, just a scrape from a hidden rock beneath

the snow.

Lana frowned but didn't panic. Instead, she gently held her sister's hand and pressed
the injured palm to the snowman'’s chest.

"Better?' she asked.

When her sister pulled her hand back, the bloody imprint was left behind, then she
turned to me.

"How about now, stranger? What do you think?"

"Perfect," | said, unable to look away from it.

Her sister tilted her head, studying me. "What's your name? Y ou're always around,
like aghost."

"The Phantom," Lana said, smirking before | could answer. "He's the one who comes
at night and takes people who ask too many questions.”



Her sister huffed, shaking her head. "Y ou two are weird," she mumbled, trudging off
toward the house, leaving Lana and me alone in the snow.

| laughed softly. "She's not wrong,” | said, looking at her.

That was the beginning.

After that day, we never parted. She was my Snow, and | was her Phantom. She was
my light; | was her dark. My first girlfriend. Thefirst person | let into my heart.

She was the first to know the truth.

That | wasn't whole. That | was split into eight fractured parts, each one surfacing
when the world went dark. And yet, she accepted every part of me. Every single one.

She brought me back each time | fell, every time my masks threatened to pull me
under. She took my hand and held on tighter than anyone ever had.

Until the day came when | couldn't bring her back.

Not anymore.

PRESENT DAY

A tear dlid down my cheek as the wail of sirens echoed in the distance. Without a
second thought, | ran deeper into the woods, leaving everything, and everyone
behind.

| used to love. | was loved.

And now, somehow, I've found that again.



| love, and | am loved.

But | won't let what happened in the past repeat itself. Not to Bree. Never to Bree.

I'll stop it. Whatever it takes. Even if | have to hunt down every last member of The
Family, past, present, or the ones yet to come.

I'm free now. And it's my turn to chase.

One by one, I'll find them.

It's fucking time.



