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The snow had started falling again as the train pulled into Ravnbäck. Fat, slow flakes drifted past the smudged window like silent reminders that the world kept moving—even when hers had stopped.

Elin Andersson pressed her forehead lightly to the glass, watching the station platform blur in and out of focus. The village looked just as she remembered: a scattering of red and yellow houses tucked between dark pines and the grey-white sweep of the sea. The cold here felt different than in Stockholm—heavier, quieter. It settled in your bones, whispered against your skin.

The conductor’s voice crackled over the intercom in Swedish and English, announcing their arrival. She reached for her suitcase, its worn leather edges scuffed from years of travel, and slung her camera bag over her shoulder like muscle memory. The train hissed to a stop, doors clicking open. She hesitated for a second—just a second—then stepped onto the snow-covered platform.

A blast of cold air hit her like a slap. She pulled her scarf tighter, blinking against the wind. No one was waiting. She hadn't expected anyone to be.

Her grandmother’s house sat at the edge of the village, past the narrow main street and uphill through a grove of birch trees. It hadn’t been lived in for years, not properly. Elin had visited during childhood summers—her knees scraped from climbing rocks, her hair smelling of salt and smoke. Those memories felt like someone else’s life.

Dragging her suitcase over the frozen gravel road, she passed the familiar storefronts: a bakery with darkened windows, a gift shop closed for the season, the tiny café she used to sneak cinnamon buns from as a child. Ravnbäck wasn’t a tourist town in winter—it barely felt like a town at all.

She reached the house just as the light began to fade. A deep blue dusk had already settled over the trees, and the sea in the distance shimmered like steel. Her breath curled in the air as she fumbled for the spare key behind the mailbox.

The door creaked open with a reluctant groan. Inside, the air smelled faintly of dust and dried lavender. The last time she had stood in this foyer, she was sixteen, arguing with her mother about staying longer. Her grandmother had been alive then, sitting in her chair by the stove, knitting quietly like she knew everything already.

The silence inside was complete. Elin set her bags down, her footsteps echoing on the wooden floor. She didn’t turn on the lights right away. Instead, she walked to the back of the house, where the windows faced the sea. The water was barely visible in the dark, just a darker shape against the sky.

Grief sat with her like a second coat. It had followed her from London, through airports and train stations, uninvited but loyal. Two years since Henrik died, and still she woke up expecting to hear his voice. Still she found herself reaching across the bed. Still she avoided the photos stored on her phone.

She had come here to escape the noise of her life—the emails, the pitying looks, the endless offers of “help” that never helped. But she also knew this place wouldn’t let her hide. Ravnbäck was too small for that. Grief would meet her at every corner, every path she used to run down barefoot, every face that reminded her of the girl she used to be.

She flicked on the hallway light. The bulb flickered, then glowed.

“Well,” she whispered to herself. “Here we are.”

Outside, the snow fell steadily. Inside, the past waited quietly.

And in the stillness of that first evening, she didn’t yet know that the northern lights would return that night—dancing across the sky like a secret meant only for her.
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The morning light was weak and watery, filtering through the frost-laced windows of the kitchen like it wasn’t quite ready to commit. Elin sat at the small table by the window, hands curled around a chipped blue coffee mug she’d found in the back of a cupboard. The coffee tasted like memory—slightly bitter, a little too strong. Just the way her grandmother used to make it.

She hadn't slept much. The house had creaked and settled through the night, the unfamiliar sounds keeping her in that twilight state between wakefulness and dreaming. She’d half expected to hear Henrik’s voice in the dark, calling her name softly like he used to when she worked late. But there had only been silence.

A wind had picked up outside, scattering snow across the frozen garden and stirring the branches of the birch trees. Beyond them, the sea was a dark blur, distant and unreachable. Elin pulled her sweater tighter around her shoulders and stood.

The art studio was across the yard, a separate building her grandmother had built herself, brick by brick, during her early retirement. Elin hadn’t dared open the door yet. Something about it felt sacred, sealed. But she knew she had to start there. That was the only reason she'd inherited the place—to clean it out, prepare it for sale, or maybe transform it into something new. She wasn’t sure yet.

The path between the house and studio was slick with ice. Her boots crunched in the snow as she crossed carefully, one gloved hand brushing the top of the crooked garden fence for balance. When she reached the studio door, she paused, heart hammering for no reason she could name. Then she pushed it open.

It smelled of turpentine and dust, with a faint underlying trace of violets. Light flooded in through the high windows, catching on the sheets draped over stacked canvases, the wooden easel in the corner, the shelves lined with old jars of brushes and dried-out paints. Elin stepped inside slowly, letting the cold air kiss her cheeks.

She didn’t see him at first.

“Hello?”

The voice startled her—a low, male voice coming from behind a set of shelves near the back. She froze, heart jolting. Then a figure stepped into view: tall, bundled in a navy wool coat, a wool cap pulled low over a head of dark blond hair. He looked equally surprised to see her.

“I didn’t think anyone was here yet,” he said.

Elin blinked. “Neither did I. Who are you?”

The man pulled off one glove and extended a hand. “Niklas Lindström. I drop off paintings here for the Ravnbäck gallery. They store overflow pieces in this studio during the winter—your grandmother arranged it years ago.”

Elin hesitated, then shook his hand. His grip was firm, his skin rough and cold. “Elin Andersson. I’m her granddaughter.”

“I know,” he said, studying her face. “You look like her.”

Something in his gaze made her stomach flutter—not in a romantic way, but more like being seen too quickly, too clearly. She stepped back slightly.

“I wasn’t told anyone would be coming in,” she said.

“I usually come early. Didn’t mean to intrude.” He lifted a large, wrapped canvas from the floor and set it gently against the wall. “I’ll be out of your way in a minute.”

Elin watched him as he worked. His movements were deliberate, quiet. No wasted effort. There was something calming about it, and something... unsettling too. She wasn’t ready for company. Certainly not from someone like him—someone who looked comfortable in silence.

He glanced up and caught her staring.

“Is it alright if I continue bringing things here this week?” he asked.

She nodded, folding her arms. “As long as you don’t mind me being here too.”

“I don’t mind.”

He turned to leave, then paused at the door.

“It’s good you’re back,” he said.

And then he was gone, leaving Elin in the quiet hum of a studio full of ghosts and forgotten light.
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By mid-afternoon, the sky had already begun its slow descent into dusk. Elin stood in the center of the studio, arms crossed, surveying the quiet chaos around her. The air smelled faintly of oil paints and pine, warmed slightly by the old electric heater she’d managed to coax back to life. The silence here felt different than the silence in the house. It wasn’t lonely—it was patient. Like the space was waiting for her to speak first.

She lifted one of her grandmother’s old sketchbooks from the shelf. The pages were filled with pencil drawings of the coastline, trees in winter, crooked chimney tops—everyday scenes rendered with impossible tenderness. She turned each page slowly, feeling a tug of grief she hadn’t prepared for.

She hadn't known this version of her grandmother—the artist, the woman who saw the world in soft graphite and bursts of ochre. Elin had only known the practical woman with flour on her hands and weather in her bones. There was something beautiful about discovering this hidden part of her. And heartbreaking.

The door creaked behind her. She turned, expecting to see Niklas again, but instead, a girl stepped inside—fourteen, maybe fifteen years old, with a thick brown braid and boots too big for her frame. Her cheeks were red from the cold, and her gloved hands clutched a small stack of papers.

“Hi,” the girl said, slightly out of breath. “Sorry. I knocked at the house, but no
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