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Prologue
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The first thing the snow erased was the road.

Not gradually. Not politely.

It swallowed it.

Within minutes, the black ribbon of asphalt disappeared beneath a white ocean that churned beneath the Arctic wind. Snow danced sideways across the frozen highway, erasing tire tracks almost as soon as they were made. Visibility shrank from kilometers to meters, then from meters to shadows.

The storm had a name.

Storm Freya.

Meteorologists had warned that it would be the worst blizzard to hit northern Scandinavia in nearly forty years.

They had still underestimated it.

At 9:14 p.m., Minister Erik Lund glanced at the dashboard clock of his government-issued SUV.

He should have arrived in Kirkenes forty-five minutes earlier.

Instead, his driver gripped the steering wheel with whitening knuckles while the windshield wipers fought a battle they had already lost.

"I can't see the center line anymore," the driver muttered.

The minister barely looked up from the leather folder resting on his lap.

Inside lay documents that were never meant to leave Oslo.

Names.

Contracts.

Payments.

Signatures.

Some belonged to powerful people.

Some belonged to dead people.

One belonged to him.

His phone buzzed.

UNKNOWN NUMBER.

He hesitated before answering.

A calm voice spoke.

"They know."

Silence.

"They know what happened seven years ago."

The line went dead.

The minister stared into the darkness beyond the glass.

For the first time in years, he felt genuinely afraid.

Twenty vehicles sat stranded across the mountain highway.

A fuel tanker.

A tourist bus carrying twelve exhausted passengers.

A delivery van.

Three family cars.

Two trucks.

An ambulance.

A police patrol vehicle delayed on another emergency.

A luxury electric sedan.

The minister's black SUV.

Each driver believed the storm would pass.

None of them knew they had become prisoners.

The wind screamed over the mountain pass like something alive.

Radio signals faded.

Cell towers froze.

The outside world disappeared.

Inside the tourist bus, people tried to pretend they were merely inconvenienced.

A little girl counted snowflakes against the window until all she could see was white.

An elderly man quietly recited prayers beneath his breath.

A young nurse shared chocolate with strangers.

A businessman refreshed his phone every few seconds despite having no signal.

No one noticed the woman sitting alone in the last row.

She watched the minister's SUV through the blurred glass.

She never blinked.

11:58 p.m.

A shape emerged from the storm.

It wasn't walking.

It drifted.

A dark silhouette crossing impossible distances between buried vehicles.

No one could later agree on what they had seen.

Some remembered a man.

Others swore it was a woman.

One witness insisted there had been no figure at all.

Only the storm.

12:11 a.m.

The lights inside the minister's SUV flickered.

Then went dark.

At dawn, the blizzard loosened its grip just enough for the stranded travelers to leave their vehicles.

Someone screamed.

The minister sat exactly where rescuers expected to find him.

Seat belt fastened.

Coat buttoned.

Hands folded calmly across his lap.

His eyes stared through the windshield into the endless white.

A single crimson line crossed his throat.

There was almost no blood.

No weapon.

No signs of struggle.

The SUV's doors had remained locked from the inside.

Every surrounding vehicle was buried beneath untouched snow.

No footprints.

No tire marks.

No trace that anyone had approached or left.

The storm had erased the world.

But it had not erased murder.

Hours later, as helicopters fought through the clouds carrying investigators toward the isolated highway, Detective Liv Sørensen stood at the edge of the frozen landscape.

The silence unsettled her more than the wind.

Snow had a way of hiding the truth.

People did, too.

Somewhere among the stranded survivors sat a killer who had committed an impossible crime.

And the blizzard wasn't finished with them yet.
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Detective Liv Sørensen hated helicopters.

It wasn't the height. People always assumed it was the height.

It was the waiting.

There was something unbearable about sitting in a vibrating metal shell while someone else carried you toward a disaster you couldn't stop. You couldn't interview anyone. Couldn't examine a crime scene. Couldn't ask questions. All you could do was watch the world pass beneath you and imagine every mistake being made before you even arrived.

She rested her forehead against the cold window.

White.

Nothing but white.

The mountains below looked as though someone had covered the earth with a single enormous linen sheet and forgotten there had ever been roads or forests beneath it. Every now and then a line of black pine trees surfaced through the snow like drowned fingers reaching toward the sky.

The pilot spoke into his headset, but his words disappeared beneath the steady thrum of the rotors.

Liv stopped trying to listen.

Instead she looked at the photograph lying in her lap.

Erik Lund.

Fifty-eight.

Minister of Infrastructure.

Married.

Two grown sons.

The official portrait showed an expensive navy suit and the practiced smile of a man who had spent half his life convincing strangers they could trust him. It wasn't a bad smile. Warm enough. Confident.

Dead people always smiled differently in photographs.

Or maybe the living simply looked at them differently once they knew how the story ended.

She turned the picture over.

No previous threats.

No known enemies.

Expected to attend a regional transport meeting.

Pronounced dead at 07:42.

Cause of death: sharp force injury to the neck.

Impossible crime.

That last line hadn't come from the report.

Someone in Oslo had scribbled it in blue ink before forwarding the file.

Impossible.

Liv sighed.

She had been a detective for nearly seventeen years.

Every impossible crime eventually became painfully ordinary.

Someone lied.

Someone overlooked something.

Someone believed the impossible because the truth was inconvenient.

Still...

No footprints.

That bothered her.

Snow remembered everything.

Until it decided not to.

Across from her, Officer Jonas Eide caught her eye.

He couldn't have been more than twenty-eight. Bright face. Too much curiosity to hide behind professionalism yet. He was holding a paper cup of coffee with both hands as though it were keeping him alive.

"You think the reports are wrong?" he asked.

Liv shrugged.

"I hope they are."

"You don't sound convinced."

"I'm not."

He smiled nervously.

"I've never worked a locked-room murder."

"You still haven't."

He frowned.

"This wasn't a room."

"No."

She looked back out the window.

"It was an entire mountain."

That thought settled between them.

The helicopter lurched sideways.

Jonas swallowed hard.

Liv almost laughed.

Almost.

The radio crackled.

"...visibility improving... rescue teams on site... approximately twenty-three survivors..."

Twenty-three.

Twenty-three frightened people.

Twenty-three different versions of one night.

Some would remember too much.

Some would remember almost nothing.

Trauma had a strange sense of humor.

The helicopter dipped lower.

Now she could finally see the highway.

Or where the highway should have been.

It looked less like a road than a scar buried beneath snow.

Emergency vehicles appeared first. Tiny blue lights flashing against endless white. Then came the stranded cars, scattered along the pass like abandoned toys a careless child had forgotten outside.

The minister's SUV stood alone.

Even from the air something about it felt wrong.

Too still.

Too neat.

As though the storm itself had avoided touching it.

The helicopter landed with a violent shudder.

The wind hit her the second the door opened.

It stole her breath.

Cold in northern Norway wasn't simply a temperature. It had weight. It found the gaps in your clothes and settled against your skin until you stopped noticing where your body ended and winter began.

A rescue worker hurried toward them, pulling his hood tighter.

"Detective Sørensen?"

She nodded.

"I'm Anders."

His beard was already crusted with ice.

"We've kept everyone together in one of the buses. Medical staff checked them. Mostly dehydration, exhaustion, mild hypothermia."

"Anyone seriously injured?"

He hesitated.

"A little girl has a broken wrist."

Liv frowned.

"How?"

"No one seems to know."

She filed that away without meaning to.

People rarely forgot how a child broke a bone.

Unless something much worse had happened at the same time.

Anders pointed toward the black SUV.

"We haven't touched anything inside."

"You looked?"

"We had to make sure he was dead."

Of course they had.

People loved pretending crime scenes existed in perfect bubbles.

Real life wasn't like that.

Someone always opened the door.

Someone always checked for a pulse.

Someone always cried before the detectives arrived.

Liv walked toward the vehicle.

Each step sank almost to her knees.

The snow squeaked beneath her boots.

It was oddly quiet now.

No screaming wind.

No roaring engines.

Just distant voices and the crunch of footsteps.

The silence after a storm always felt borrowed.

As if nature were catching its breath before speaking again.

She stopped three meters from the SUV.

There it was.

The famous absence.

Nothing.

No trail.

No disturbed snow.

The drifts surrounding the vehicle curved smoothly around it, untouched except for the path rescuers had made that morning.

She crouched.

Ran a gloved finger across the surface.

Soft.

Powdery.

Fresh.

The top layer couldn't have been more than a few hours old.

Which meant the blizzard had continued after the murder.

Enough snowfall could hide an elephant.

Enough wind could rewrite an entire landscape.

She reminded herself of that.

Don't fall in love with mysteries.

Fall in love with evidence.

She stood.

The driver's door was open.

Inside, the warmth had long since vanished.

Minister Erik Lund sat exactly as described.

His eyes remained open.

They weren't frightening.

That surprised her.

They looked tired more than anything else.

As though the last thing he had seen hadn't been terror but disappointment.

There was dried blood beneath his collar.

Very little.

His hands rested one over the other with almost ceremonial care.

Someone had arranged them.

Maybe the minister himself.

Maybe his killer.

Liv leaned closer.

There was a faint smell inside the SUV.

Leather.

Cold metal.

Coffee.

And something else.

A perfume.

Not strong.

Just enough to make her pause.

Juniper.

Or cedar.

Something clean.

Something that didn't belong to a government-issued vehicle.

She closed her eyes for a second.

Her father had smelled like cedar after splitting firewood behind their old cabin.

The memory arrived so suddenly it almost hurt.

She hadn't thought about him in weeks.

Funny how grief worked.

Years could pass in silence, and then a scent would unlock a door you hadn't realized was still there.

She opened her eyes again.

Focus.

The dead deserved that much.

Outside, she could hear voices drifting from the rescue bus.

Someone was crying.

Someone else was arguing.

Fear was beginning to thaw, and with it came suspicion.

Good, she thought.

People could keep secrets through a blizzard.

It was much harder once they started looking at each other.
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The rescue bus smelled of damp wool, diesel, coffee that had been reheated too many times, and people who had spent an entire night trying not to panic.

Liv paused on the bottom step before going in.

Nobody looked at her right away.

That happened more often than people realized. They always imagined detectives walked into a room and every head turned, every conversation died. Real life was quieter than that. People stayed wrapped inside their own fear. Someone stared at the floor. Someone held a paper cup with both hands as if warmth could travel through cardboard and fix whatever had broken inside them. A man in the back coughed into his sleeve. Somewhere near the middle, a child whispered, "Is she here because of the dead man?"

Her mother answered with a soft, "Sweetheart..."

The little girl fell silent.

Liv stepped inside.

Only then did the conversations fade.

Twenty-three faces.

No. Twenty-two.

The twenty-third face belonged to a man who would never answer another question.

She took them in slowly, almost absentmindedly, though nothing about it was accidental.

Years on homicide had taught her something simple: people introduced themselves long before they opened their mouths.

A teenager bounced his knee so fast the entire seat trembled.

An elderly woman sat perfectly straight, handbag resting on her lap, fingers folded over it like she was attending church instead of waiting to be questioned about murder.

A young man kept checking his watch even though it had stopped sometime during the storm.

Another woman avoided looking at anyone at all.

Interesting.

Very interesting.

"Good morning," Liv said.

Her voice was calm. Not loud.

"I'm Detective Liv Sørensen."

Nobody answered.

That was fine.

Silence had never bothered her.

In fact, she trusted it more than conversation.

"I'm not here to accuse anyone."

A few shoulders relaxed.

"Not yet," muttered a gray-haired truck driver.

A couple of people actually laughed.

Just a little.

Fear sometimes escaped as laughter.

Liv gave him the smallest smile.

"I appreciate the honesty."

The driver shrugged.

"Didn't mean to be funny."

"I know."

She did.

There was a difference.

Jonas entered behind her carrying a notebook nearly as thick as a novel.

Poor kid.

He still believed writing everything down meant you wouldn't forget it.

Experience would teach him otherwise.

The important things had a way of staying with you whether you wanted them to or not.

Liv leaned lightly against one of the empty seats.

"I'm going to ask everyone the same questions. Nothing complicated."

She glanced around the bus.

"I know you're exhausted. Cold. Hungry."

Hungry.

The word seemed to remind people of their bodies.

Someone unwrapped an energy bar.

A little boy yawned so hard his eyes watered.

"I also know that all of you have been through something frightening."

She let that settle.

"I need you to understand something."

Now every face was watching her.

"If you're lying because you're scared, tell me now."

Silence.

"If you're lying because you're protecting someone..."

She looked from one person to another.

"...that's a different problem."

Nobody moved.

Nobody breathed.

Well.

Almost nobody.

A woman in the last row crossed one leg over the other.

Slowly.

She couldn't have been older than thirty-five.

Dark hair tied back carelessly.

Green parka.

No makeup.

Ordinary enough to disappear in a crowd.

Except she wasn't disappearing.

She was studying Liv.

Not the way frightened people studied detectives.

The way detectives studied detectives.

Liv noticed.

The woman noticed that Liv noticed.

Then, almost imperceptibly...

...she smiled.

Tiny.

Gone in an instant.

Liv filed it away.

Maybe it meant nothing.

Maybe it meant everything.

"You'll each be interviewed separately," Jonas said.

Too quickly.

Too formally.

He cleared his throat.

"Please cooperate."

The elderly woman lifted a hand.

"Can I ask something?"

"Of course," Liv said.

"When can we go home?"

Home.

Such an ordinary word.

It landed heavily inside the bus.

Liv wished she had a comforting answer.

"I don't know yet."

The woman nodded.

No anger.

Just disappointment.

"I have a husband with Alzheimer's."

Her voice cracked.

"He won't understand why I didn't come home."

Liv's chest tightened.

Her own mother had spent years caring for Liv's grandfather after dementia hollowed him out piece by piece.

People always talked about death.

Not enough talked about disappearing while your heart kept beating.

"I'm sorry," Liv said quietly.

"I'll do everything I can."

The woman thanked her.

Actually thanked her.

That felt worse somehow.

Near the front of the bus, a broad-shouldered man shifted in his seat.

"I'm Nils."

His accent carried the rough edges of northern fishing towns.

"I drove the fuel truck."

Liv nodded.

"You have something to say?"

"I left my cab once."

Several heads turned.

Finally.

Someone volunteering information.

"When?"

"I don't know."

He rubbed both hands over his beard.

"Maybe eleven."

"Why?"

"Needed to piss."

Nobody laughed.

Fair enough.

Bladders didn't care about blizzards.

"Did you see anyone?"

He frowned so hard little lines appeared around his eyes.

"I..."

His voice faltered.

"I thought I did."

"You thought?"

"There was someone walking."

The room seemed to shrink.

"Walking where?"

He pointed vaguely toward the frosted windows.

"Toward the minister's SUV."

"You saw their face?"

"No."

"Man or woman?"

"I couldn't tell."

"Height?"

"I don't know."

"What color clothing?"

"I..."

His shoulders slumped.

"I honestly don't know anymore."

He looked embarrassed.

Like he'd failed an exam.

Liv believed him.

Memory wasn't a recording.

People hated hearing that.

They wanted certainty.

Instead they got fragments.

Snow.

Wind.

A shape.

A feeling.

Their brains filled the gaps afterward, often without asking permission.

"It could've been a shadow," Nils whispered.

"I've been thinking about it all night."

He looked at everyone else.

"I don't know what's real anymore."

Nobody judged him.

Several people lowered their eyes.

Because they'd all been wondering exactly the same thing.

The little girl with the broken wrist suddenly spoke.

"I saw someone too."

Her mother's face drained of color.

"Sofie..."

"No, Mama."

The girl looked straight at Liv.

"There was a lady."

"How do you know?"

"She sang."

Every adult in the bus froze.

"Sang?" Liv asked gently.

The child nodded.

"Very quietly."

"What song?"

"I don't know."

"Did you hear words?"

"No."

The girl frowned, trying to catch hold of a memory that kept slipping away.

"It sounded..."

She closed her eyes.

"...sad."

Children, Liv had learned, almost never described songs by genre or melody.

They described how they felt.

Sad.

Not slow.

Not soft.

Sad.

Her mother wrapped an arm around her.

"She barely slept. She has a fever."

"I'm telling the truth."

"I know, sweetheart."

"No."

The child looked ready to cry.

"I really heard singing."

Liv believed that the girl believed it.

That wasn't quite the same thing.

Outside, another helicopter passed overhead.

The whole bus vibrated.

For a second everyone looked toward the windows.

Instinct.

Maybe hope.

Maybe they expected the world to go back to normal once enough people arrived.

It rarely worked that way.

Sometimes the rescue was the easy part.

Living with what happened afterward—that was where things became complicated.

Liv looked around the bus one more time.

Twenty-two people.

Twenty-two private histories.

Marriages on the edge of collapse.

Old regrets.

Hidden affairs.

Debt.

Grief.

Illness.

Lies so small they'd almost become habits.

And somewhere in the middle of all that ordinary human mess...

...someone had watched a man die.

Or killed him.

Maybe both.

The thought didn't frighten her.

Not exactly.

What frightened her was something else.

She couldn't shake the feeling that, despite all the questions she'd asked, the room had just become quieter.

As if the real story had only now decided to hide.
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Liv didn’t start with the loud ones.

That was a mistake people made, especially younger officers. They went for the nervous talkers, the ones who filled silence with too many words. But experience had taught her something simpler: the people you needed to worry about were usually the ones who said almost nothing at all.

So she picked the quiet man first.

Not Nils, the fuel driver. Not the elderly woman with the shaking hands. Not the child, even though children always saw things adults missed and then forgot them in pieces later, like broken glass swept under a rug.

No. She chose the man who kept checking his watch.

Even now, sitting in a heated bus, wrapped in a borrowed blanket, his thumb still flicked at the glass face like he expected time to start behaving again.

“Name?” she asked, sliding into the seat across from him.

He hesitated too long.

“Daniel Voss.”

Liv nodded slowly, letting the silence stretch just enough to make him uncomfortable but not enough to feel like pressure. There’s a trick to that. Push too hard and people shut down. Don’t push at all and they think you’re not paying attention.

“Where were you headed, Daniel?”

“Kirkenes.”

“For work?”

“Yes.”

“What kind?”

He rubbed his thumb over the edge of his watch again. “Logistics.”

That word.

Always logistics.

It meant nothing and everything at the same time. Warehouses, contracts, deliveries, systems, routes. It was the kind of job people used
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