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Chapter 1 – The Return to Skarnes
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The train pulled into the small station at Skarnes with a sharp, metallic screech, signaling Lars Nygaard's return to the town that had been his home for nearly half his life. He hadn’t set foot here since he left, at the age of 23, full of dreams of a career in Oslo and a life away from the shadow of this remote village.

As the door slid open, the cold air of winter rushed into the compartment, carrying with it the familiar scent of pine and wood smoke. Snowflakes swirled around in the late afternoon light, their delicate patterns dancing in the bitter breeze.

Lars stood and grabbed his worn leather suitcase, taking one last, long look at the landscape outside. The hills were capped with snow, and the fjord stretched out into the distance, dark and frozen, just as he remembered. His heart ached slightly as he caught a glimpse of the church tower peeking through the trees. The town had an eerie quietness to it, as if it were holding its breath, waiting for something.

"Welcome back, Lars," the train conductor said, giving him a polite nod as he exited the train.

He didn’t answer. Instead, he stepped off the platform, the crunch of his boots on snow the only sound that accompanied him.

The town was smaller than he remembered. Most of the buildings were old wooden structures, painted in fading shades of blue and red. The streets were narrow, their edges lined with thick layers of snow and ice. The air was crisp, stinging his face with the sharpness of winter.

Skarnes had been a place of comfort once, or so it seemed. But time, and life, had a way of changing things. He remembered the day he left, full of hope and ambition, believing that he was leaving behind a town that had nothing to offer him. Now, the same town seemed to be calling him back with an urgency he couldn't ignore.

His phone rang, snapping him out of his thoughts. It was Detective Andersson, his former colleague.

"Lars," Andersson’s voice crackled over the line, "we need you. There’s been a murder. And I’m afraid it’s not just any murder. We need your help."

Lars felt a chill run through him, not from the cold air but from the weight of the words. "What do you mean, not just any murder?"

"It’s... it's worse. The body was found burned, beyond recognition. And this isn't the first one."

Lars paused, his grip tightening on the suitcase handle. His instincts kicked in, the ones that had guided him through years of solving cases. But this was different. He hadn’t worked in crime in years. Not since he left the force, not since...

"Are you sure it’s related to anything here in Skarnes?" he asked, his voice a little colder than intended.

Andersson hesitated. "We’re not sure. But we think it might be. Lars... I need you. It’s urgent. The body’s in the woods near the old church."

Lars glanced down the street toward the towering spire of the church, its silhouette cutting through the grey sky. A feeling stirred in his chest, something darker than he’d expected.

"I’m on my way."

He walked through the streets of Skarnes with a heavy heart, making his way toward the woods. The place where the body was found was near the edge of town, not far from the abandoned church on the hill. It had once been the center of town life, but the building had fallen into disrepair over the years, its doors long since closed.

As he reached the tree line, Lars could see the flashing blue lights of the police vehicles. The officers were clustered around a section of the woods, standing back from the crime scene. He spotted Andersson standing near a tall officer, his back to the trees.

"Lars," Andersson called out, his voice weary. "Glad you could make it."

Lars nodded silently, his eyes scanning the scene. He noticed the scorched earth and the remnants of charred wood scattered in the snow, and then... the body.

It was unlike anything he’d seen before.

The body had been burned beyond recognition, but the shape of the victim—male, perhaps in his early forties—was clear enough. The face was a horrifying mask of blackened flesh, the skin melted and shriveled beyond comprehension. The smell of burnt flesh was strong in the air, and Lars felt his stomach turn.

"What do we know?" Lars asked, his voice low.

Andersson took a deep breath. "The victim’s name was Henrik Solberg. Local farmer. Found this morning by one of the hikers. No signs of a struggle, no signs of a weapon. It looks like he was burned alive."

"Alive?" Lars asked, his brow furrowing. "But how? No fire's hot enough to do this without leaving traces."

"That’s the thing," Andersson said. "We’ve never seen anything like it. No accelerants, no logs of any fire in the area. It’s as if the fire came out of nowhere. Just... appeared."

Lars crouched next to the body, studying the strange marks on the ground—something had burned the earth itself. A chill ran down his spine as his thoughts turned dark.

"This doesn’t make sense," he muttered. "Who would want to do this?"

Andersson shook his head. "We don’t know yet. But you’re right. It feels... wrong. And there's more. The fire wasn’t just random. It’s too precise, too intentional. We’re not dealing with a normal killer here."

Lars stood up, scanning the surroundings. A few officers were still examining the area, but it was eerily silent. The trees loomed like dark sentinels, their bare branches reaching out in skeletal patterns.

There was something haunting about the place, and Lars couldn’t shake the feeling that this was only the beginning.
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Chapter 2 – The Scorched Earth
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The cold air bit into Lars’s skin as he stood over the body of Henrik Solberg, the man’s face a grotesque mask of blackened flesh. The remains were shocking, but what unsettled Lars more was the eerie stillness of the woods around them. He had seen his fair share of violent crimes, but nothing quite like this. The forest, usually full of life and noise, felt as though it had gone quiet—almost as if nature itself had been stunned by the brutality.

"We need to take him to the morgue," Andersson said, his voice flat. "But there’s something else. Take a look."

Lars glanced up as Andersson motioned to a nearby officer, who was kneeling by the edge of the scorched ground. The officer, a young recruit named Mathias, had a grim look on his face as he gently brushed aside the snow and ashes. Beneath it, something glinted in the fading light—something metallic.

Lars crouched beside them. As Mathias lifted the object carefully, Lars’s breath caught in his throat.

It was a medallion. A small, circular object, made of tarnished brass, engraved with intricate patterns. It had been singed by the fire, but it was still unmistakably recognizable.

"This belonged to Henrik," Andersson said, his tone laced with frustration. "We found a similar one in his home, along with an old family photograph. But there’s something strange about it. I’ve never seen anything like it."

Lars held the medallion in his hand, the metal warm despite the cold, and examined the symbols etched into its surface. The patterns were unfamiliar, but the medallion itself felt significant, like an artifact from a forgotten era. It looked ancient, like it had been passed down through generations.

The hairs on the back of Lars’s neck stood up. "Where was Henrik’s family?" he asked, standing up slowly.

"His wife is gone," Andersson replied. "Died in a car crash a few years ago. He lived alone in a small farmhouse at the edge of town. No kids, no relatives nearby."

Lars’s mind raced. "Who would want to kill him like this? And why leave behind such an unusual object?"

Andersson frowned. "That’s what we need to figure out. There’s more. We’re not dealing with just random violence. This feels... planned."

Lars felt a knot tighten in his stomach. The fire, the medallion, and the precise nature of the burn marks—it all pointed to something more deliberate, more sinister. This wasn’t just a murder. This was a message.

The two detectives stood over the remains as the rest of the officers worked to preserve the crime scene. Lars couldn’t shake the feeling that there was more at play here than simple revenge or a botched robbery. The fire had been too controlled, too efficient. Whoever had done this knew exactly what they were doing.

"Do you think it’s related to the Brothers of Ash?" Andersson asked quietly, as if afraid to say the name aloud.

Lars stiffened at the mention of the group. The Brothers of Ash were a secretive and controversial religious sect that had once been active in Skarnes decades ago. Their beliefs revolved around purification through fire, a practice that had been condemned by the church and local authorities. The group had disbanded long before Lars was born, but rumors and whispers still lingered around town.

"I don’t know," Lars said, his voice low. "But it’s possible. The medallion could be connected to them, though it’s hard to say for sure. If it is... we could be dealing with something much darker than we thought."

Andersson nodded. "We’ll have to look into it. But right now, we need to get back to the station and see what we can find out about Henrik’s past. Maybe someone knows something. Someone who remembers the Brothers."

Lars didn’t respond. His mind was already drifting back to his childhood, to the old church on the hill. The place that had once been the center of Skarnes, before it had fallen into ruin. It was always said that the Brothers had some connection to the church, though no one had ever proved it.

His gaze turned toward the distant hills, where the church tower loomed above the trees like a silent sentinel. For reasons he couldn’t explain, Lars felt drawn to it. Something told him that the answers to this mystery lay buried in the shadows of that crumbling building.

Back at the station, Lars poured over the files on Henrik Solberg, but found little that seemed to connect him to anything unusual. Henrik had been a simple man, a farmer who kept to himself. No criminal record, no known enemies. He had been a recluse in his later years, following the death of his wife.

But as Lars sifted through the papers, something caught his eye—an old letter, yellowed with age, tucked between two photographs. The handwriting was elegant, but the words were chilling:

“The fire is the only way to cleanse. Skarnes is not yet purified. The brothers will rise again.”

Lars felt a cold shiver run down his spine. He knew instantly that this letter was connected to the medallion, and that it was no coincidence that Henrik had been killed in such a brutal and ritualistic manner. Whoever had left this letter had been preparing for something, something that involved fire—and something to do with Skarnes.

"Well?" Andersson asked, watching Lars closely. "What do you make of it?"

Lars looked up at his colleague, his face grim. "We’re dealing with more than a random act of violence. This is part of something bigger. A message has been sent."

Andersson’s expression hardened. "What are you thinking, Lars?"

Lars leaned back in his chair, staring at the letter. His thoughts were racing now. "I think it’s time to revisit the old church. Something tells me that whatever we’re dealing with—it started there."

As the evening light faded, Lars and Andersson set out toward the old church, their breath visible in the cold night air. The forest surrounding the church was dense, the trees casting long shadows across the snow-covered ground. As they approached, the church loomed out of the darkness like an ancient ghost.

The church had been abandoned for decades, its doors locked and its windows boarded up. It was said that the Brothers of Ash had used it as their meeting place, and after they disbanded, the church had been left to decay. No one in town dared to go near it anymore.

But Lars felt a pull, a magnetic force that seemed to draw him closer to the place where the town’s darkest secrets lay buried.

As they stood at the entrance, Lars couldn’t shake the feeling that they were on the brink of uncovering something dangerous. The medallion, the letter, the fire—it was all leading them here, to this place.

"This is where it all began," Lars murmured, his voice barely above a whisper.

Andersson looked at him, his eyes filled with unease. "And this is where it will end."
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Chapter 3 – The Church of Ashes
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The wind howled through the trees as Lars and Andersson approached the old church. The once-grand structure stood like a forgotten sentinel, its stone walls cracked and weathered by time, the roof sagging under the weight of neglect. The place had a history—one that the town of Skarnes had tried to bury. It was said to have been the center of the Brothers of Ash's activities, a religious cult whose beliefs revolved around fire as a means of purification. The church, with its towering spire and thick, stone walls, had been abandoned after the group dissolved in the early 1900s.

Lars couldn’t help but feel a sense of dread as they stood before the heavy, wooden doors. The air around them seemed to thrum with an unspoken tension, as if the church itself was holding its breath, waiting for something. The dark, oppressive atmosphere of the place seeped into their bones, and Lars could feel the weight of history pressing down on him.

"We need to be careful," Lars muttered as he pulled his collar up against the cold. "If this is connected to the Brothers of Ash, we’re not just dealing with a random killer. We’re dealing with something much older, something darker."

Andersson nodded, his eyes scanning the area nervously. "I’m not so sure about this. The church has been abandoned for decades. Who would even want to come here?"

"That’s just it," Lars said, his voice low. "Someone does. And they’re sending a message."

The two men stood at the entrance, each lost in their thoughts. The silence between them stretched long, broken only by the occasional rustle of wind through the trees. Finally, Lars took a step forward and grasped the rusted handle of the church door. It creaked as he pulled, the sound like the groan of a long-forgotten ghost. With a final push, the door swung open, revealing a darkened interior.

The air inside was stale, the musty scent of decay and mildew filling their noses. The church, once a place of worship and community, now felt like a tomb. The walls were lined with crumbling pews, their wooden frames rotted and covered in dust. The stained-glass windows were shattered, allowing the dim light of the evening to filter through in jagged beams.

Lars stepped cautiously inside, his boots echoing on the cold stone floor. He felt a sense of unease wash over him, as if the very space held the remnants of some terrible memory.

"Look at this," Andersson said, his voice trembling slightly. He was standing near the altar, pointing toward something that had been hidden in the shadows. Lars walked over to join him.

In the center of the altar, where the Bible had once been placed, now lay a pile of ash. It was strangely neat, almost ritualistic in its arrangement. The ashes were scattered in a circular pattern, surrounding what appeared to be an old, rusted symbol etched into the stone. It looked like a stylized flame, the kind of fire symbol that was often associated with the Brothers of Ash.

Lars crouched down, inspecting the symbol. The air around it felt charged, as though it had been infused with some sort of power. He couldn’t explain it, but there was something unsettling about the way the ash seemed to glow faintly in the dim light.

"It’s as if someone has been here recently," Lars said, his voice low and filled with suspicion. "This symbol—it’s not just a decoration. It’s a part of their ritual."

Andersson looked around nervously. "You don’t think the killer—"

"I’m not sure," Lars interrupted, standing up. "But we need to keep looking. There’s something here that connects all of this—the fire, the medallion, the letter. It’s all leading us back to this place."

The two of them continued to explore the church, their footsteps echoing through the empty space. As they moved toward the back, they found a small, hidden door that led down into the church’s basement. The stairs creaked under their weight as they descended into the darkness below.

The basement was cold and damp, the air thick with the scent of mold. The walls were lined with shelves that once held candles and incense, now empty and forgotten. But in the far corner, a small wooden chest sat, half-hidden behind a pile of old, decaying books.

Lars approached it cautiously, feeling a sense of unease crawl up his spine. He could almost hear the faint whispers of the past in the stillness of the room.

"Should we open it?" Andersson asked, his voice hesitant.

Lars didn’t answer immediately. He knew that opening the chest might lead them down a path they couldn’t turn back from. But there was no choice. They had to know.

He knelt down and lifted the chest’s rusted latch. The lid creaked open with a reluctant groan, revealing the contents inside.

What they found was nothing short of horrifying.

Inside the chest was a collection of old, yellowed parchment papers, each covered in strange symbols and markings. There were also several books—bound in dark leather, their pages brittle and worn with age. But it was the objects inside that truly caught Lars’s attention.

At the bottom of the chest was a collection of medallions, all identical to the one they had found at the crime scene—tarnished brass, intricately engraved with the same flame symbol. The medallions had been carefully arranged, as though they were part of some kind of ritual.

Lars’s heart raced. The medallions were the key to understanding the killings, and the connection to the Brothers of Ash seemed undeniable now.

"These... these belong to the cult," Lars said, his voice barely a whisper. "They’re relics—part of their practices."

"Is it possible..." Andersson began, his voice trailing off, "that the killer is trying to revive the cult? To
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