

    
        
          Beyond The Northern Border

        

        
        
          Ari Nordvik

        

        
          Published by Dnkss summer, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      BEYOND THE NORTHERN BORDER

    

    
      First edition. July 17, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Ari Nordvik.

    

    
    
      Written by Ari Nordvik.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Prologue

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Chapter 47

Chapter 48

Chapter 49

Chapter 50

Chapter 51

Chapter 52

Chapter 53

Chapter 54

Chapter 55

Epilogue

Further Reading: The Wolf In Helsinki

Also By Ari Nordvik

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Prologue


[image: ]


The north never forgot.

People who lived beneath the endless forests of northern Sweden knew this better than anyone.They knew the mountains kept secrets beneath their stones.They knew the frozen lakes preserved things that should have disappeared.They knew the snow,no matter how deep it fell,had a way of revealing what people tried hardest to bury.

But most of all,they knew about the road.

A narrow strip of cracked asphalt cutting through thousands of kilometers of silent wilderness.

Officially,it was called County Road 862.

Nobody in the village called it that.

They called it The Mourning Road.

Because twenty years earlier,on a night when the northern lights painted the sky green and violet,six people saw something there that changed their lives forever.

And one man made sure they would never forget it.

The storm arrived earlier than expected.

At 11:43 p.m.,the snow began falling so heavily that the headlights of passing cars became nothing more than pale circles floating in the darkness.

The forest disappeared.

The world became white.

Only the road remained.

Thirty-seven-year-old Lars Nyström gripped the steering wheel of his old Volvo and leaned forward,trying to see through the windshield.The heater struggled against the cold,and the engine made a tired sound that reminded him the car was almost as old as his marriage.

Almost.

He glanced at the passenger seat.

His daughter’s knitted red scarf lay there.

She had forgotten it at his house that afternoon.

He had planned to bring it to her the next morning.

A small thing.

An ordinary thing.

The kind of thing people never imagine will become the last thing they ever carry.

Lars smiled sadly.

His daughter,Emma,had been angry when she left.

Sixteen years old.

Old enough to believe her father understood nothing.

Young enough to believe anger lasted forever.

"You always choose work over us," she had said.

He wanted to tell her that wasn't true.

He wanted to explain that being a firefighter meant sometimes leaving dinner unfinished,sometimes missing birthdays,sometimes walking into danger while everyone else walked away.

But he had been tired.

Proud.

Stubborn.

So he had simply said:

"We’ll talk tomorrow."

Tomorrow.

A dangerous word.

A word people use when they believe time belongs to them.

At 11:51 p.m.,Lars saw the lights.

At first,he thought another vehicle was coming toward him.

Two white beams cutting through the snow.

Then he realized they were not moving.

They were parked beside the road.

A black SUV.

Its engine running.

Its headlights aimed directly into the forest.

Lars slowed down.

Nobody stopped on this road unless something was wrong.

There were no houses for twenty kilometers.

No service stations.

No towns.

Only trees.

And silence.

He considered driving past.

That was what a sensible person would do.

But Lars had spent fifteen years running toward things everyone else ran away from.

He pulled over.

The snow swallowed his tires.

He lowered the window.

"Hello?"

No answer.

Only the wind.

Then he heard it.

A sound from the forest.

A child crying.

Lars froze.

He looked toward the trees.

The sound came again.

A small voice.

A frightened voice.

"Help..."

He grabbed his flashlight and stepped out.

The cold attacked instantly.

It crawled through his jacket,his gloves,his bones.

"Lilla vän?" he called."Are you there?"

Little one?

The forest remained silent.

Then his flashlight found something.

A shoe.

A child's winter boot lying in the snow.

Lars walked closer.

His breathing became faster.

Not because of fear.

Because of instinct.

Something was wrong.

Very wrong.

The boot was clean.

Too clean.

It had not fallen naturally.

Someone had placed it there.

Then the darkness behind him moved.

Lars turned.

A man stood beside the road.

Tall.

Wearing a dark winter coat.

His face hidden by the falling snow.

"Where is the child?" Lars asked.

The man did not answer.

Instead,he looked toward the SUV.

And Lars understood.

The vehicle.

The child.

The fake emergency.

It was a trap.

He reached for his phone.

Too late.

The first blow came from behind.

Twenty years later.

The road was still there.

The forest was still there.

But Lars Nyström was not.

Neither was the truth.

Detective Elin Viklund had spent twelve years investigating people who disappeared.

She knew the pattern.

People rarely vanished suddenly.

They disappeared slowly first.

A phone call unanswered.

A friend ignored.

A door left unopened.

A family member saying:

"That’s strange.They would never do that."

Then the police arrived.

Then the questions began.

Then the silence.

Elin had learned that silence was often the loudest evidence.

Now she stood beside County Road 862,looking at fresh tire marks pressed into the snow.

Another disappearance.

Another person gone.

Jonas Berg,fifty-eight years old.

Local businessman.

Father of two.

No criminal record.

No enemies.

No reason to disappear.

Except for one detail.

Twenty years earlier,Jonas Berg had been one of six people who witnessed the accident on this road.

The same accident everyone believed was tragic.

The accident that killed three people.

The accident that ended with no investigation.

The accident that Elin’s own father had once told her never to mention.

She looked at the empty road.

At the dark forest.

At the endless snow.

And for the first time in her career,she felt something she hated feeling.

Not fear.

Recognition.

Because twenty years earlier,her father had been there too.

And now someone was making sure every witness disappeared.

One by one.
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Elin Viklund had always hated the sound a house made after someone disappeared.

People who had never experienced it probably thought a silent house was peaceful.They imagined clean rooms,untouched furniture,maybe a cup of coffee sitting on a table waiting for someone to come back.

It wasn’t like that.

A house after a disappearance felt like it was holding its breath.

It was the little things that bothered her most.The ordinary things.The things that had no idea they were about to become evidence.

A pair of shoes left by the door.

A half-read newspaper folded open on the kitchen counter.

A jacket hanging on a chair because the person who owned it thought they would need it again tomorrow.

Tomorrow.

That word again.

People trusted tomorrow far too much.

Elin stood outside the small yellow house at the edge of the forest and watched her breath disappear into the freezing morning air.The temperature was minus seventeen degrees,cold enough that the inside of her nose hurt when she breathed.The kind of cold that made every sound sharper.A branch cracking somewhere in the trees sounded like a gunshot.

Northern Sweden had a way of making people feel small.

The forests stretched forever.The mountains sat in the distance like sleeping giants.The darkness in winter was not just the absence of light.It was something heavier.Something that settled over everything.

Elin pulled her gloves tighter and looked at the house again.

This was where Jonas Berg had lived.

Fifty-eight years old.

Divorced.

Two grown children.

Owner of a small construction company that had built half the cabins around the nearby lakes.

A man people described as dependable.

That word appeared often in missing-person reports.

Dependable.

Kind.

Quiet.

Loved by many.

As if good people were less likely to disappear.

They weren’t.

Sometimes they were the easiest ones to take.

“Detective Viklund?”

She turned.

A young officer from the local police station stood behind her holding a paper cup of coffee.His cheeks were red from the cold.

“Thought you might want this,” he said.

Elin looked at the cup.

Then at him.

“Is it terrible?”

He smiled slightly.“Very.”

“Then why are you offering it?”

“Because it’s warm.”

That was a reasonable answer.

She took it.

“Thanks.”

The officer nodded and looked toward the house.

“Still strange,isn’t it?”

“What?”

“That he’s just gone.”

Elin didn’t answer immediately.

She had learned not to fill silence too quickly.People often revealed more when they thought nobody was listening.

“He left his phone at home,” the officer continued.“His wallet too.”

“His car?”

“Still in the garage.”

“Any sign of a struggle?”

“No.”

“Any blood?”

“No.”

Elin took a small sip of coffee and immediately regretted it.

It was awful.

The officer had been honest.

“Did anyone see him leave?”

“No.”

“Anyone hear anything?”

“No.”

She looked toward the forest behind the house.

The trees stood completely still.

That bothered her.

A forest was never truly quiet.There was always something.Wind moving through branches.Birds.Animals.Something alive.

But this morning,it felt like the forest was waiting.

“Who reported him missing?” she asked.

“His daughter.Anna.”

“Where is she?”

“Inside.”

Elin nodded and walked toward the front door.

Before she reached it,she stopped.

There was something in the snow.

Not a footprint.

Not exactly.

A mark.

She crouched down.

Someone had dragged something heavy from the side of the house toward the trees.

Only for a short distance.

Then the trail disappeared.

Snow had fallen overnight,covering most of it.

“Interesting,” she whispered.

The officer stepped closer.

“What is it?”

“Maybe nothing.”

He looked disappointed.

Elin almost smiled.

Everyone wanted the first clue to be something dramatic.A bloody knife.A threatening letter.A mysterious stranger running into the woods.

Real investigations were rarely like that.

Usually,the truth hid in boring places.

A receipt.

A phone call.

A small inconsistency someone overlooked.

She stood up.

“Let’s go inside.”

The moment the door opened,Elin felt it.

The feeling she always got.

A person had lived here.

A person had laughed here.

A person had complained about the cold,forgotten to turn off lights,probably left dishes in the sink even though they knew they shouldn’t.

Life was everywhere.

Except for the person who created it.

“Anna?” the officer called softly.

A woman appeared from the hallway.

She looked younger than Elin expected.

Maybe forty.

Her face was pale,her eyes swollen from crying.

“You’re the detective?” she asked.

Elin nodded.

“I’m Elin Viklund.”

Anna wiped her face quickly,almost embarrassed.

“I’m sorry.I know I should be calmer.”

“You don’t need to apologize.”

“I just keep thinking he’s going to walk through that door.”

She looked behind Elin toward the entrance.

“He’s going to complain that everyone is making a big deal out of nothing.”

Her voice broke.

“He does that.He always does that.”

Elin didn’t write anything down.

Not yet.

Sometimes people needed a person before they needed a police officer.

“When was the last time you saw your father?” Elin asked.

“Sunday afternoon.”

“What happened?”

“We had lunch.”

“Was anything wrong?”

Anna looked away.

A hesitation.

Small.

But Elin noticed.

“Anna?”

“No.”

That answer came too quickly.

Elin waited.

People often changed their minds when silence gave them room.

Finally,Anna sighed.

“He was worried.”

“About what?”

“I don’t know.”

“Try.”

Anna walked into the kitchen and sat down.

Elin followed.

The kitchen was warm.There was a bowl of fruit on the table.A newspaper beside it.A small crack in one of the wooden chairs.

“My father wasn’t a nervous man,” Anna said.“He was actually annoying sometimes because nothing bothered him.”

She gave a faint smile.

“He could break his arm and say it was just a scratch.”

“What changed?”

“He started checking the windows at night.”

Elin looked up.

“How often?”

“Every night.”

“Did he say why?”

“No.”

“Did he mention anyone?”

Anna shook her head.

“He just said something like... ‘Some things are better left buried.’”

The words landed quietly.

But they stayed.

Elin felt something tighten in her chest.

She knew that sentence.

Not from Jonas Berg.

From her father.

Twenty years ago.

She was fifteen years old when her father came home after a night shift and sat alone in the kitchen until sunrise.

She remembered waking up and finding him there.

Still wearing his uniform.

Still wearing his boots.

A cup of coffee untouched in front of him.

She had asked what was wrong.

He had looked at her with a sadness she didn’t understand.

Then he had said:

“Some things in this world are better left alone,Elin.”

At the time,she thought he was talking about work.

She thought he was protecting her from the ugly parts of being a police officer.

Years later,she wondered if he had been protecting himself.

“Detective?”

Elin blinked.

Anna was watching her.

“Sorry,” Elin said.“I was just thinking.”

“About my father?”

“Yes.”

The lie came easily.

Too easily.

She hated that.

“Did your father know anyone named Lars Nyström?” she asked.

Anna frowned.

“Lars?”

“Yes.”

“I don’t think so.Why?”

Elin looked around the kitchen.

At the ordinary life left behind.

At the snow-covered forest outside.

“Just a question.”

But it wasn’t.

Not really.

Because twenty years ago,six people had stood on a road and watched something terrible happen.

One of those people was now missing.

And Elin was beginning to suspect that Jonas Berg had not disappeared.

He had been removed.

Carefully.

Quietly.

The way someone removes a stain from a piece of clothing.

Except this stain was twenty years old.

And someone had decided it was finally time to clean it away.
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Elin Viklund had learned a long time ago that missing people left behind too much.

That was the strange part.

You would think absence meant emptiness.That when someone vanished,everything connected to them would slowly disappear too.

It didn’t.

A missing person stayed everywhere.

In the dent on the sofa cushion where they always sat.In the coffee mug they preferred.In the annoying little habits that nobody noticed until there was nobody left to annoy them.

Jonas Berg’s house was full of him.

Elin noticed it as she walked through the rooms for the second time.

The first walk-through was for the investigation.

The second was for understanding.

There was a difference.

The first time,she looked for evidence.

The second time,she looked for a person.

Jonas had been the kind of man who fixed things instead of replacing them.She could tell that immediately.The kitchen cabinet handle had been repaired with a small metal bracket instead of being changed.A chair leg had been reinforced.A lamp in the living room had an old-fashioned switch even though newer ones were available.

People revealed themselves through small decisions.

The things they kept.

The things they refused to throw away.

On the bookshelf,between technical manuals and old novels,Elin found a photograph.

Jonas standing beside a younger man.

Both were laughing.

Not smiling for the camera.

Actually laughing.

That caught her attention.

Most photographs were lies.People preparing their faces for the world.Straight backs.Controlled expressions.A version of themselves they wanted remembered.

This one wasn’t like that.

She turned the photograph over.

Nothing.

No date.

No names.

She looked at the man beside Jonas.

Something about him bothered her.

Not because she recognized him.

Because she almost did.

“Find something?”

Elin looked up.

The young officer from outside,Markus,stood in the doorway.

“You move quietly.”

“Sorry.”

“Don’t apologize.It’s useful.”

He smiled.

“Most people don’t say that.”

“Most people aren’t detectives.”

She placed the photograph in an evidence bag.

“Who is the man in this picture?”

Markus stepped closer.

“I don’t know.”

“Can you find out?”

“Sure.”

He hesitated.

“But can I ask why?”

Elin looked at him.

There it was.

The question everyone eventually asked.

Why this?

Why that?

Why does one tiny detail matter?

Because sometimes a tiny detail is the only honest thing in a room full of lies.

“Because Jonas Berg disappeared,” she said.“And people who disappear usually leave something behind.”

Markus nodded slowly.

He seemed like a good officer.Young,maybe a little too eager,but still good.

Elin had worked with enough people to know that experience wasn’t always an advantage.

Sometimes experience just taught people how to stop being surprised.

She didn’t want that.

Not yet.

Not ever.

Her phone vibrated.

She looked at the screen.

Her stomach tightened.

The message was from her supervisor.

Come to the station.Now.

No explanation.

No details.

Just those words.

She hated messages like that.

They always meant one of two things.

Either someone knew something important.

Or someone knew something they didn’t want written down.

“Everything okay?” Markus asked.

“Probably not.”

He looked concerned.

Elin put on her coat.

“That’s usually how these things start.”

The police station in Kiruna was small compared to the ones in Stockholm,where Elin had spent most of her career.She had forgotten how different it felt working in a place where everyone knew everyone.

In a city,you could disappear among strangers.

In the north,people remembered your grandparents.

They remembered what house you grew up in.

They remembered mistakes you made twenty years ago.

Sometimes they remembered things you had forgotten yourself.

That was both comforting and terrifying.

When Elin entered the office,Chief Inspector Henrik Larsson was standing by the window.

He was sixty-one years old,with silver hair and the tired expression of a man who had spent his life dealing with other people’s disasters.

He didn’t turn around immediately.

That was unusual.

Henrik always turned around.

Always.

“Elin,” he said finally.

“Henrik.”

“Close the door.”

She did.

Something was wrong.

“What happened?”

He walked to his desk and picked up a folder.

Old.

Worn.

The corners were damaged.

Not a new file.

A forgotten one.

“You know why I asked you to come here?”

“No.”

“Yes,you do.”

She stared at him.

“I really don’t.”

Henrik placed the folder on the desk.

On the cover were three words.

Road 862 Incident.

For a moment,Elin forgot how to breathe.

It was only a second.

Maybe less.

But Henrik noticed.

Of course he did.

“You recognize it.”

She didn’t answer.

The room suddenly felt too warm.

“Where did you get that?”

“Archive.”

“Why?”

“Because Jonas Berg’s name appears in it.”

The silence between them became uncomfortable.

Not empty.

Heavy.

Elin reached for the folder but stopped before touching it.

“What exactly was Jonas Berg involved in?”

Henrik looked at her carefully.

“Before I answer that,I need you to tell me something.”

“What?”

“Did your father ever talk to you about this case?”

There were moments in life when the past didn’t return slowly.

It kicked the door open.

Her father.

The kitchen.

The untouched coffee.

The tired eyes.

The sentence she had carried for years.

Some things are better left alone.

“No,” she said.

It came out too quickly.

Henrik noticed.

Everyone noticed everything when they were looking for lies.

“Elin.”

She looked away.

“I said no.”

He sighed.

Not angrily.

Almost sadly.

“Your father was one of the first officers on that road twenty years ago.”

The room became silent.

She knew that.

Of course she knew.

But knowing something and hearing someone say it were different things.

A person could spend years avoiding a truth until someone else forced them to stand beside it.

“What happened that night?” she asked.

Henrik opened the folder.

Inside were photographs.

Reports.

Statements.

Old paperwork.

The kind of documents that smelled like dust and forgotten problems.

“Officially?”

He looked at her.

“Three people died in a vehicle accident during a snowstorm.”

“And unofficially?”

Henrik looked down.

“Unofficially,six people saw something they weren’t supposed to see.”

Elin felt a coldness that had nothing to do with the weather.

“Who were the witnesses?”

Henrik slid a piece of paper toward her.

Six names.

She read them.

Jonas Berg.

Lars Nyström.

Karin Eklund.

Mats Rydberg.

Sven Hallberg.

And...

She stopped.

Her eyes stayed on the last name.

Even before she fully read it,she knew.

Because sometimes your body understands something before your mind does.

The last name was:

Erik Viklund.

Her father.

“No,” she whispered.

Henrik said nothing.

“No.”

The word came louder.

“That’s impossible.”

“I know.”

“No,you don’t understand.”

She pushed the paper away.

“My father wasn’t involved in something like this.”

Henrik’s expression softened.

“Elin—”

“He was a good man.”

“I’m not saying he wasn’t.”

“Then what are you saying?”

Henrik was quiet for a moment.

Then he said something that hurt more because it was gentle.

“I’m saying good people sometimes find themselves standing in bad places.”

Elin hated that sentence.

Because some part of her believed it.

And she hated that even more.

She picked up the folder.

Her hands felt strangely disconnected from her body.

“Why now?”

Henrik looked at her.

“Because Jonas Berg disappeared yesterday.”

“And?”

“And Karin Eklund disappeared three days ago.”

Elin froze.

“What?”

“She vanished from her home outside Gällivare.”

Two witnesses.

Missing.

Twenty years apart.

No.

Not apart.

Connected.

A pattern.

She turned through the pages faster.

“Where are the others?”

Henrik didn’t answer.

She looked up.

“Henrik.”

He looked uncomfortable.

“Two are dead.”

“Natural causes?”

“One.”

“And the other?”

A pause.

“Murder.”

The room seemed to shrink.

“Who?”

Henrik looked at the file.

Then back at her.

“Mats Rydberg.”

Elin felt the pieces moving.

Not fitting.

Moving.

Like something alive.

Someone was removing the witnesses.

Slowly.

Carefully.

And whoever it was had waited twenty years.

“Why send me?” she asked.

Henrik didn’t reply immediately.

That worried her more than anything.

Finally,he said:

“Because whoever is doing this knows your father was there.”

Elin stared at him.

“And?”

“And they know you’re his daughter.”

Outside the office window,snow began falling again.

Softly.

Quietly.

Almost beautifully.

That was the cruel thing about the north.

It could look peaceful while hiding something terrible underneath.

Elin closed the folder.

For twenty years,she had believed her father’s silence was just silence.

Now she wondered if it had been a warning.

And somewhere beyond the city lights,beyond the roads and frozen forests,someone else was wondering the same thing.

How much did Erik Viklund’s daughter know?

And how long would it take before she disappeared too?
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Elin did not remember leaving Henrik’s office.

That bothered her.

She remembered standing there.She remembered the folder in her hands.She remembered the feeling that came when she saw her father’s name written on the same page as the words she had spent her entire adult life trying to avoid.

But after that?

Nothing.

Just fragments.

The sound of the hallway lights buzzing above her.

The cold air hitting her face when she stepped outside.

The smell of old coffee from the machine near the reception desk.

Funny what the mind chooses to keep.

You can receive news that changes everything you thought you knew about someone you loved,and your brain still notices the stupidest little things.

The coffee machine.

The weather.

The fact that someone had forgotten to turn off a desk lamp.

Maybe that was how people survived painful moments.Maybe the mind refused to carry the whole weight at once.

It gave you pieces.

Small enough to hold.

Elin sat in her car outside the station for almost twenty minutes without starting the engine.

The snow kept falling.

Not heavily.

Just enough.

The kind of snowfall that made the world look softer than it really was.

She hated that.

She hated how beautiful it looked.

Because beauty had always felt dishonest to her.

A quiet forest could hide a body.

A warm house could hide a secret.

A person could smile at you every morning and still be carrying something terrible behind their eyes.

Her father had taught her that,although she wasn’t sure he meant to.

Erik Viklund had been the kind of man people trusted.

That was the first thing everyone said about him after he died.

“He was a good man.”

She heard it so many times that eventually the sentence lost meaning.

Good man.

Good father.

Good police officer.

People liked simple words for complicated people.

But Elin knew better.

Everyone had corners nobody saw.

Even the people we loved most.

Especially them.

She finally started the engine.

The heater took forever to warm up,as usual.Her father used to complain about the same thing in his old Saab.

She remembered sitting beside him as a teenager,rubbing her hands together while he drove.

“You know,” he had said once,“a car is like a person.”

She had rolled her eyes.

At sixteen,she had no patience for her father’s strange observations.

“Cars are not people,Dad.”

“No?”

“No.”

“They both make strange noises when something is wrong.”

She had laughed.

“Cars don’t have feelings.”

“Neither do some people.”

She had looked at him.

“What does that mean?”

He smiled.

“Nothing.”

Nothing.

Another dangerous word.

She drove toward her childhood home without really deciding to.

It happened automatically.

The roads knew the way.

That was the strange thing about old places.Your body remembered them even when your mind tried to move on.

Her father’s house stood thirty minutes outside Kiruna,surrounded by trees and silence.

After his death,Elin had promised herself she would sell it.

She never did.

She told people she was too busy.

That there were legal matters.

That she hadn’t found the time.

The truth was much simpler.

She wasn’t ready.

The house was the last place where her father still existed.

Not the public version.

Not the police officer everyone respected.

Her father.

The man who burned pancakes every Sunday morning.

The man who sang badly when he thought nobody was listening.

The man who always pretended he wasn’t cold but wore three sweaters when winter arrived.

She parked outside and sat there.

Again.

Apparently,sitting in cars and avoiding things had become her new habit.

“Get out,” she whispered to herself.

She almost laughed.

Talking to yourself was apparently acceptable after a certain age.

Or maybe it had always been acceptable and nobody admitted it.

She grabbed the folder from the passenger seat.

Then she stopped.

The folder suddenly felt wrong.

Like something she had stolen.

Which was ridiculous.

It was a police file.

But there was something personal about opening a door that someone had spent twenty years keeping closed.

She went inside.

The house smelled exactly the same.

That was the worst part.

Old wood.

Coffee.

Her father’s aftershave.

She stood in the hallway and closed her eyes.

For one brief second,she expected to hear him.

“Late again?”

She opened her eyes.

Nothing.

Just silence.

The kind that hurt.

She walked into the kitchen.

The table was still there.

The same table where he had sat the night she found him awake until morning.

She touched the wooden surface.

She had forgotten how much she hated that memory.

She had been fifteen.

Fifteen-year-old Elin had thought her father was invincible.

That was the cruel thing about being young.

You think the people who protect you are protected themselves.

You don’t understand they are just people.

People who get scared.

People who make mistakes.

People who keep secrets.

She placed the folder on the table.

For a while,she didn’t open it.

Then she did.

The first pages were official reports.

Dry words.

Cold language.

The kind police used when they wanted human suffering to fit neatly onto paper.

“Vehicle collision.”

“Severe weather conditions.”

“Three fatalities.”

She hated those words.

Fatalities.

Not people.

Not names.

Fatalities.

She turned the page.

The photographs were older.

The quality was poor.

But she knew the road immediately.

County Road 862.

The same road where Jonas Berg disappeared.

The same road where her father had been twenty years earlier.

She looked at the pictures carefully.

A damaged vehicle.

Snow.

Emergency lights.

Nothing unusual.

Nothing obvious.

That was the problem.

The biggest secrets rarely looked dramatic.

They looked ordinary.

She continued reading.

Witness statements.

Short interviews.

People describing what they saw.

She found Jonas Berg’s statement first.

His handwriting was shaky.

“I saw a dark vehicle parked near the road.I believed someone needed help.”

Elin stopped.

A dark vehicle.

Her eyes moved down.

“I heard a voice from the forest.”

Her fingers tightened around the paper.

A child.

The same story.

The same details.

Except the official report said nothing about a child.

Why?

She flipped through the pages faster.

There.

A missing section.

Not missing because someone had removed it.

Missing because someone had never written it.

Someone had decided what mattered.

And what didn’t.

Her father’s statement was near the end.

She stared at his name for a long time.

She wasn’t ready.

That was the truth.

She could investigate murders.She could sit across from grieving families.She could look into the eyes of people who had done terrible things.

But reading her father’s words?

That was different.

Because what if she found something she couldn’t forgive?

What if she found out the man she loved had been someone she didn’t understand?

She opened the page.

The handwriting was his.

She knew it instantly.

His letters leaned slightly to the right.

He always pressed too hard with pens.

She remembered complaining about it when she was a child because he left marks on every notebook.

The statement was only three paragraphs.

Too short.

That was the first thing she noticed.

Her father was never short with reports.

He believed details mattered.

But this was almost empty.

“I arrived at the location at approximately 00:15.Weather conditions were poor.Three individuals were deceased.No further observations.”

No further observations.

Elin stared at those words.

Her father had lied.

She knew it.

Not suspected.

Knew.

Because her father would never write that.

Not if nothing happened.

Not if everything was normal.

Someone had forced him to make that statement.

Or he had chosen to protect someone.

The thought made her chest tighten.

She closed the file.

Then she heard something.

A sound.

Small.

Almost nothing.

A floorboard.

She froze.

The house was old.

Old houses made noises.

She knew that.

She also knew she had spent years investigating criminals who relied on people explaining away the things they felt.

The brain was very good at creating harmless answers.

A pipe.

The wind.

The house settling.

Anything except danger.

She stood slowly.

“Hello?”

No answer.

Her hand moved toward the phone on the table.

Another sound.

This time from upstairs.

Someone was there.

Elin reached for the weapon under her jacket.

The person who entered her father’s house knew something.

They knew about the file.

They knew she was here.

She moved quietly toward the stairs.

One step.

Then another.

The old wooden floor betrayed her with a small creak.

The sound stopped.

Whoever was upstairs had heard her.

For a moment,neither of them moved.

Then a shadow crossed the hallway.

Elin raised her weapon.

“Police,” she said firmly.“Come out slowly.”

Silence.

Then a voice.

A woman’s voice.

Older.

Shaking.

“Elin?”

Her heart stopped.

Not because she recognized the voice.

Because she recognized the name.

Nobody called her that anymore.

Not like that.

The woman stepped into the light.

And Elin knew her.

She had seen her face before.

In the file.

In the old photographs.

One of the six witnesses.

One of the people who had seen what happened on Road 862.

Karin Eklund looked older than the picture.

Of course she did.

Twenty years was a long time.

But her eyes were the same.

Terrified.

Exhausted.

Like someone who had spent two decades waiting for a door to open.

“I’m sorry,” Karin whispered.

Elin kept the weapon lowered but ready.

“Where have you been?”

The old woman looked toward the folder on the table.

Then back at Elin.

“I should have told your father the truth.”

Elin felt the room become colder.

“What truth?”

Karin swallowed.

“The accident wasn’t an accident.”

Outside,the wind hit the house.

Hard.

Like something trying to get inside.

Karin stepped closer.

And in a voice barely above a whisper,she said:

“Your father knew that.”

Elin stared at her.

The sentence hurt more than she expected.

Because suddenly the question was no longer whether her father had secrets.

Everyone had secrets.

The real question was:

What was he willing to do to protect them?
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For a few seconds,Elin forgot that she was holding a gun.

Not because she was careless.

Because sometimes the human mind simply refuses to accept too many impossible things at once.

Her father had lied.

Karin Eklund,a woman who had been missing for three days,was standing inside his house.

And the accident that had shaped an entire chapter of Elin’s life was not an accident.

It was too much.

The kind of information that should arrive slowly,one piece at a time,preferably with a warning.

Life never did that.

Life had no respect for timing.

Karin stood near the bottom of the stairs,looking smaller than she had in the old photograph.In that picture,taken twenty years earlier,she had been a woman in her forties with bright eyes and a confident smile.

The woman in front of Elin looked tired.

Not ordinary tired.

Not a bad night of sleep or a difficult week.

This was the tiredness of someone who had been carrying something heavy for so long that they had forgotten what it felt like to put it down.

Elin lowered her weapon.

Slowly.

Not completely.

She had learned never to trust a situation just because it looked emotional.

Emotion could be real.

It could also be a weapon.

“Where have you been,Karin?”

The woman looked away.

That small movement told Elin more than an answer would have.

She was afraid.

Not confused.

Not guilty.

Afraid.

“I couldn’t stay at home anymore,” Karin whispered.

“Why?”

“Because someone came looking for me.”

The words hung in the air.

“Who?”

“I don’t know.”

Elin almost laughed,but there was nothing funny about it.

“You don’t know who came looking for you?”

Karin shook her head.

“I only saw the car.”

“What kind of car?”

“Black.”

Elin felt something shift inside her.

The same detail.

Again.

The black vehicle.

The same one mentioned in the old reports.

“License plate?”

“No.”

“Make? Model?”

“I don’t know.”

“Karin.”

Her voice became firmer.

“I need you to think carefully.Twenty years ago,you saw something on that road.Three days ago,you disappeared.Now you show up in my father’s house telling me someone is after you.”

She stepped closer.

“So please understand why ‘I don’t know’ is not enough.”

Karin looked at her.

And for a moment,Elin saw something familiar in her face.

The same expression she had seen in old crime victims.

The moment when a person realizes they cannot run from the past anymore.

“I know who they work for,” Karin said quietly.

Elin waited.

The woman’s hands trembled.

“Then tell me.”

Karin looked toward the kitchen window.

At the dark forest outside.

“He wasn’t supposed to be there that night.”

“Who?”

“The man who caused the accident.”

Elin frowned.

“Caused?”

Karin nodded.

“It wasn’t a crash.Not really.”

The room seemed to become colder.

“Then what was it?”

Karin sat down at the kitchen table.

She looked exhausted suddenly.

Like saying those words had taken the last bit of strength she had.

“Twenty years ago,people believed three people died because of bad weather and a dangerous road.”

She swallowed.

“But that’s not what happened.”

Elin remained standing.

“Start from the beginning.”

Karin closed her eyes.

For a moment,she looked like she was somewhere else.

Back there.

Back on the road.

Back in the snow.

“It was supposed to be a rescue.”

Elin said nothing.

“We thought someone was trapped.We saw the vehicle.We saw the lights.We thought there was a child.”

Her voice became softer.

“There was a shoe in the snow.”

The same detail.

The same lie.

Elin’s stomach tightened.

“There was no child,was there?”

Karin opened her eyes.

“No.”

The answer came immediately.

Too immediately.

“No child.”

The silence after those words felt enormous.

“Then why would someone do that?”

Karin looked at her.

“Because they needed witnesses.”

Elin felt a chill move through her.

“What?”

“They wanted people to stop.They wanted people to see.”

“That doesn’t make sense.”

“I know.”

Karin’s voice cracked.

“I spent twenty years trying to make it make sense.”

She looked down at her hands.

“They didn’t want to hide the crime.”

Elin leaned against the table.

“Then what did they want?”

Karin looked up.

“They wanted everyone to believe the wrong crime had happened.”

The answer was so strange that Elin almost rejected it.

Almost.

But then she remembered the file.

The missing pages.

The statement that was too short.

Her father’s silence.

“Who were the victims?” Elin asked.

Karin hesitated.

“The people in the car.”

“Yes.”

“Officially,they were strangers.”

“Officially?”

Karin nodded.

“They weren’t.”

Elin waited.

“Who were they?”

“One of them was a journalist.”

That caught her attention.

“Name?”

“Peter Hallin.”

Elin knew the name.

Everyone in northern Sweden knew it.

Peter Hallin had been an investigative reporter in the 1990s.He had written about corruption,illegal land deals,powerful companies.

Then he disappeared from public life.

A few years later,people stopped talking about him.

“Why was he on that road?”

Karin looked toward the window.

“Because he was following a story.”

“What story?”

Karin didn’t answer.

Elin noticed.

“What story,Karin?”

The woman’s eyes filled with tears.

“Something that should never have been discovered.”

That answer annoyed Elin.

Not because it was vague.

Because she understood it.

Secrets always started with phrases like that.

Something that should never have been discovered.

Something better left alone.

Something nobody should know.

Different words.

Same fear.

“Who else was in the car?”

Karin looked at her.

“A man named Viktor Lund.”

Elin waited.

Nothing.

The name meant nothing.

“And the third?”

Karin’s face changed.

A tiny reaction.

But Elin saw it.

The kind of reaction people tried to hide when a memory was too painful.

“Who was the third person?”

Karin looked down.

“A police officer.”

Elin felt her heartbeat slow.

“Who?”

Karin didn’t answer.

“Karin.”

The woman whispered:

“Your father’s partner.”

The room went completely still.

Elin stared at her.

“My father didn’t have a partner.”

“He did.”

“No.”

“He did.”

“Karin,I know my father.”

The words came sharper than she intended.

She immediately regretted them.

But Karin didn’t react.

She just looked sad.

“That’s the problem,Elin.”

The sentence landed hard.

“What does that mean?”

“It means you knew the man who came home every night.”

Karin’s voice was gentle.

“But you didn’t know the man who went to work.”

Elin felt anger rise.

A hot,painful anger.

She hated when people talked about her father like they knew him better than she did.

“He was a good man.”

Karin looked at her.

“I know.”

The answer surprised her.

“I never said he wasn’t.”

“Then stop making it sound like he was someone else.”

Karin was quiet for a moment.

Then she said:

“Good people can still be afraid.”

Elin looked away.

Because again,she hated that the words felt true.

Her father had been afraid.

She remembered now.

Not clearly.

But enough.

The late nights.

The silence.

The way he stopped leaving newspapers on the kitchen table because he didn’t want her reading certain articles.

The way he looked at the forest sometimes.

Like he expected it to answer him.

“What happened to your partner?” Elin asked.

Karin’s face changed.

“He died that night.”

“Officially?”

“Yes.”

“And unofficially?”

Karin looked toward the stairs.

“Your father knew he didn’t die in the accident.”

Elin froze.

“What?”

“He was alive.”

The room seemed to tilt slightly.

“No.”

“Yes.”

“No,that’s impossible.”

Karin shook her head.

“That’s what we were supposed to believe.”

“Where was he?”

“I don’t know.”

“You saw him?”

“Yes.”

“When?”

“After the accident.”

Elin stared.

“Then why didn’t you tell anyone?”

Karin’s eyes filled with shame.

“Because someone showed me what would happen if I did.”

“Who?”

The woman didn’t answer.

She didn’t need to.

Elin already knew.

Not the name.

Not yet.

But the shape of it.

Power.

Influence.

Someone who believed ordinary people were easy to control.

A person who had waited twenty years and was now cleaning up the remaining witnesses.

Her phone rang.

The sound cut through the room.

Both women jumped.

Elin looked at the screen.

Unknown number.

She answered.

“Detective Viklund.”

No response.

Only breathing.

Slow.

Calm.

Someone was listening.

“Hello?”

Then a voice.

A man.

Quiet.

Almost polite.

“You should stop asking questions about your father.”

Elin’s grip tightened around the phone.

“Who is this?”

“You really do sound like him.”

Her blood went cold.

“What did you say?”

“You have his voice when you’re angry.”

The call went silent for a moment.

Then:

“Leave the past buried,Elin.”

The line disconnected.

She stood there,staring at the phone.

Karin was watching her.

“What did he say?”

Elin didn’t answer.

Because she already understood something.

The person on the other end wasn’t warning her.

Warnings were given by people who wanted to prevent something.

This was different.

This was a reminder.

Someone wanted her to know they were watching.

Someone wanted her afraid.

Elin looked toward the window.

The forest stood beyond the glass.

Dark.

Endless.

Waiting.

Twenty years ago,six people saw something on Road 862.

Now they were disappearing.

And somehow,impossibly,the person responsible knew exactly when Elin decided to look closer.
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Elin stayed awake until morning.

Not because she wanted to.

Because every time she closed her eyes,she heard the voice again.

You really do sound like him.

That was the part that bothered her most.

Not the threat.

Not even the fact that someone had found her father’s old house within hours of her reopening a twenty-year-old case.

It was the familiarity.

The way the man had spoken.

Calm.

Almost nostalgic.

Like he wasn’t talking to a detective investigating a crime.

Like he was talking to someone he had known for years.

Someone he had watched grow up.

That feeling followed her through the night.

She sat at the kitchen table with a cold cup of coffee beside her,the same place where her father had sat all those years ago.

Funny how houses remembered things.

People thought memories lived inside their heads,but they didn’t.

They lived in places.

In chairs.

In doorways.

In the small scratch on a wooden table made by someone who was never careful with knives.

Her father had made that scratch.

She remembered.

She was nine years old,trying to help him prepare dinner.She had been holding a knife far too confidently for someone who barely understood which end was dangerous.

“You’re holding it like you’re fighting someone,” he had said.

“I’m cutting vegetables.”

“You’re threatening them first.”

She had laughed.

He had laughed.

A normal moment.

A meaningless moment.

Except those were the moments people missed the most when someone was gone.

Not the big ones.

Not birthdays or holidays.

The ordinary ones.

The ones you never thought you would lose.

Elin looked at the folder on the table.

She had read it three times.

Still nothing changed.

Her father was connected to the case.

Karin Eklund had been hiding for twenty years.

Someone was removing witnesses.

And somewhere inside those old documents was the truth everyone had been afraid of.

She picked up her phone and checked the time.

5:12 a.m.

A reasonable person would have gone home.

A reasonable person would have slept.

Elin had never been particularly good at being reasonable.

She stood up,stretched her stiff shoulders,and looked around the kitchen one last time.

Something felt wrong.

Not the kind of wrong she could explain.

The kind detectives hated.

A feeling.

A small voice in the back of your mind saying:

Look again.

She walked through the house slowly.

Living room.

Nothing.

Hallway.

Nothing.

Bedroom.

Nothing.

Then she stopped outside her father’s old study.

The door was slightly open.

She frowned.

She was sure she had closed it.

Maybe she hadn’t.

Maybe.

That was the dangerous word again.

Maybe.

She pushed the door open.

The room looked exactly as it had when she was a child.

His desk.

His books.

His old leather chair.

She remembered sitting in that chair once when she was twelve and pretending to be a detective.

Her father had come in and caught her.

“What are you doing?”

“Working.”

“Oh?”

“Yes.”

“On what?”

“A very important case.”

He had looked serious.

“Any suspects?”

She pointed at him.

“You.”

He had laughed so hard he had to sit down.

Elin smiled despite herself.

Then the smile disappeared.

Because she remembered something else.

Her father had locked this room.

Always.

She had forgotten that.

After his death,she found the key in his jacket pocket.

She never knew why.

Now she wondered.

She moved toward the desk.

The drawers were closed.

She opened the top one.

Pens.

Notebooks.

Old receipts.

Nothing.

Second drawer.

Old police documents.

Nothing.

Third drawer.

Locked.

She stared at it.

The small lock looked almost ridiculous.

A simple metal lock.

Something a child could break with enough force.

But her father hadn’t protected things with force.

He protected them with patience.

She searched the desk.

No key.

She checked the bookshelf.

Nothing.

Then she remembered.

Her father had always hidden important things in obvious places.

Not because he was careless.

Because he believed people looked too hard for complicated answers.

She reached behind the old clock on the shelf.

Her fingers touched something cold.

A key.

She almost laughed.

“Seriously,Dad?”

Her voice sounded strange in the empty room.

Almost like she expected him to answer.

She unlocked the drawer.

Inside was a small black notebook.

No label.

No date.

Just a notebook that had clearly been handled many times.

The cover was worn.

Soft from years of use.

She sat down.

For a moment,she didn’t open it.

She was suddenly afraid.

Not of what she might find.

Of what it would mean.

There was a difference.

Finding proof that someone else had done something terrible was one thing.

Finding proof that someone you loved had known about it was another.

She opened the notebook.

The first pages contained names.

Dozens of them.

Dates.

Locations.

Short notes.

Nothing that made sense.

Then she saw a name.

Peter Hallin.

The journalist.

Her eyes moved down.

Viktor Lund.

The man from the car.

Then:

Oskar Lind.

She stopped.

The name meant something.

Not from the case.

From her childhood.

Her father’s old partner.

The man everyone said died in a car accident twenty years ago.

But Karin said he survived.

Elin turned the page.

Her father’s handwriting became messier.

The words were rushed.

Almost desperate.

I was wrong about Oskar.

She stared.

Another sentence.

I believed I was protecting him.

Then:

I was protecting the wrong person.

Elin felt a coldness spread through her body.

She continued reading.

The accident was planned.The witnesses were not chosen randomly.We were brought there because they needed us to see something.

She stopped.

Read it again.

Then again.

They needed us to see something.

Not to hide a crime.

To create one.

Her phone vibrated.

She jumped.

The sound felt too loud.

A message.

From Henrik.

Call me immediately.

She called.

He answered on the first ring.

“Elin.”

His voice was tense.

“What happened?”

“Where are you?”

“My father’s house.”

A pause.

“Are you alone?”

She looked toward the doorway.

The question felt strange.

“Why?”

“Elin,listen to me carefully.”

She stood up.

“What?”

“Leave the house.”

Her stomach tightened.

“Why?”

“Because someone broke into the police archive last night.”

She went silent.

“What?”

“The Road 862 file is gone.”

The room suddenly felt colder.

“Who took it?”

“We don’t know.”

“Security cameras?”

“Disabled.”

Of course.

“Henrik.”

“Yes?”

“How did they know?”

Silence.

A long one.

Too long.

Then he said:

“That’s what worries me.”

Elin looked at the notebook in her hand.

The old handwriting.

Her father’s secrets.

The truth that had waited twenty years.

“Someone knew I found it.”

“I think so.”

“No.”

She looked around the study.

At the locked drawer.

At the hidden notebook.

At everything her father had left behind.

“They didn’t just know.”

“What do you mean?”

“They were here.”

Henrik was quiet.

“Elin,get out of the house.”

She didn’t move.

Because now she saw something.

Something she had missed.

The notebook had dust on it.

The drawer had dust around the edges.

But the desk surface?

Clean.

Too clean.

Someone had opened it recently.

Someone had already been searching.

Someone had already known where to look.

Her father’s house wasn’t a place where the past was hidden.

It was a place where someone had been digging through it.

“Henrik.”

“Yes?”

“Did anyone know I
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