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Chapter 1: The Return
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The wind carried the scent of salt and snow as the ferry cut through the dark waters of the fjord. Towering cliffs loomed on either side, their jagged edges softened by a thick layer of white. The sky hung low, heavy with the weight of an impending storm, casting the world in shades of grey. It was a landscape both breathtaking and desolate, a place that seemed untouched by time.

Elin Dalsgaard stood at the railing, her gloved hands gripping the cold metal as the village of Søndal came into view. It looked the same as she remembered—wooden houses huddled along the shoreline, their rooftops sagging under the burden of snow. A narrow road wound its way up into the hills, disappearing into a forest of bare, twisted trees. Smoke curled from chimneys, but the streets were empty. Søndal had never been a lively place, but today, it felt particularly still.

She had sworn never to return.

And yet, here she was, drawn back by a phone call she couldn't ignore.

Two days ago, Henrik Eide, the town’s only police officer, had left her a message. A body had been found beneath the ice at the edge of the fjord—long buried, long forgotten. And inside the dead man’s coat pocket was a slip of paper with her name on it.

Elin had spent the last ten years trying to outrun the past, burying herself in her work as a journalist in Oslo. She had written about corruption, disappearances, crimes that no one else wanted to touch. But Søndal was different. Søndal was personal.

A gust of wind sent a shiver down her spine. She pulled her scarf tighter, forcing herself to stay calm. It was just a body. Just another story waiting to be uncovered.

But deep down, she knew better.

The ferry groaned as it reached the dock, the water lapping against the wooden posts. The few other passengers began gathering their bags, their movements slow, reluctant—as if they, too, felt the weight of something unseen pressing down on the village.

Elin stepped onto solid ground, her boots crunching against the frost-covered planks. The cold was sharper here, sinking into her bones, making her breath curl in pale ribbons in the air.

A single figure stood waiting near the dock, hands shoved deep into the pockets of a thick wool coat. Henrik Eide. He hadn’t changed much—still tall, still solid, his face weathered by years of wind and worry. His eyes met hers, unreadable beneath the brim of his cap.

“Elin,” he said simply.

She nodded. “Henrik.”

For a moment, neither of them spoke. The silence of the village stretched between them, vast and heavy.

Then Henrik exhaled, his breath clouding the air. “We should go. You need to see it for yourself.”

Elin glanced toward the village, toward the snow-covered streets that led to the home she had abandoned all those years ago.

No. Not yet.

“Take me to the body,” she said.

Without another word, Henrik turned and led her toward his waiting car.

As they drove through the silent streets of Søndal, Elin felt it again—that sensation, creeping up the back of her neck.

The feeling that she was being watched.
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Chapter 2: The Ice Remembers
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The road from the village to the fjord’s edge was narrow and winding, flanked by towering pines weighed down with snow. Henrik drove in silence, his hands firm on the wheel, the tires crunching over ice-packed gravel. The sky had darkened further, casting a dim, bluish light over the landscape. In the distance, the frozen water stretched out like a sheet of polished glass, reflecting the skeletal trees that lined the shore.

Elin sat in the passenger seat, her gaze locked on the scenery passing by, but her mind was elsewhere. She hadn't been back to Søndal in over a decade, yet everything about this place was imprinted deep inside her—its sharp, unforgiving cold, the silence that pressed against her ears, the way the mountains seemed to close in like watchful sentinels.

But something felt different now.

It wasn't just the years that had passed. It was the weight of something unseen, something old.

She turned to Henrik. “Who found the body?”

“A fisherman,” Henrik said, his voice low and even. “Yesterday morning. The ice near the southern end of the fjord started to crack, and he noticed something sticking out from under it.” He paused. “At first, he thought it was just driftwood.”

Elin exhaled slowly. She had seen enough bodies in her years as a journalist to know that things were rarely as they first appeared.

“How long has it been there?”

“The forensic team is still working on that,” Henrik said, eyes fixed on the road. “But judging by the condition...” He hesitated. “At least twenty years. Maybe more.”

Twenty years.

Elin swallowed. That meant the body had been beneath the ice since before she left. Before everything fell apart.

A shape appeared through the trees—a small cluster of police vehicles, their blue lights flashing dully in the heavy air. Henrik pulled up beside them, cutting the engine.

“Ready?” he asked, watching her carefully.

Elin nodded, but the truth was, she wasn’t sure.

She stepped out into the cold, her boots sinking slightly into the snow. The air smelled of pine, ice, and something else—something faint but unmistakable.

Decay.

A few officers stood near the shore, their faces tense, their breaths clouding in the cold air. One of them, a woman in a thick navy coat, approached.

“Detective Larsen,” Henrik said, nodding toward her. “This is Elin Dalsgaard.”

Larsen’s sharp eyes studied her. “The journalist.” It wasn’t a question.

Elin met her gaze. “That’s right.”

Larsen didn’t seem impressed, but she gestured toward the frozen shoreline. “Come. You should see for yourself.”

Elin followed them down a narrow path to the edge of the fjord. The ice was fractured, jagged lines splintering outward from a central point. The officers had cleared away most of the snow, revealing a dark, water-filled cavity where the ice had broken apart.

And there, half-submerged in the frozen water, was the body.

It was eerily well-preserved, the cold having acted as a natural embalmer. A man, his limbs twisted unnaturally, his face frozen in an expression of something Elin couldn’t quite name. His coat was stiff with ice, his boots still laced tightly as if he had dressed for a journey he never completed.

But it wasn’t the body itself that made her stomach tighten.

It was the note.

Larsen bent down, carefully extracting a small plastic evidence bag from her pocket. She held it up so Elin could see. Inside, the slip of paper was faded, its edges worn, but the writing was clear.

Elin Dalsgaard.

Her own name.

The world around her seemed to shrink, the cold pressing in, stealing her breath.

Somewhere beneath the ice, buried in decades of silence, the past had been waiting.

And now, it had finally come for her.
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Chapter 3: Echoes of the Past
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The wind cut through Elin’s coat as she stood frozen at the edge of the fjord, staring at the slip of paper inside the evidence bag. Her name. Faded ink, but unmistakable. The weight of it pressed against her chest like a cold hand.

She had spent years running from this place, burying the past beneath deadlines and breaking news. But the past had sharp edges, and now it had surfaced—half-frozen, waiting for her to return.

The corpse lay motionless beneath the fractured ice, its limbs stiff and contorted. The water around it was dark, slush thickening at the edges where the cold fought to reclaim it. Even in death, the man’s face held something unsettling—his mouth slightly open, as if he had died mid-sentence.

Henrik shifted beside her. “Elin.”

She tore her gaze away from the body and turned to him. His face was unreadable, but the tension in his posture gave him away. This wasn’t just another crime scene to him. He had called her here for a reason.

“You recognize him?” Larsen asked, her voice cutting through the brittle air.

Elin forced herself to look again. The features were difficult to make out beneath the ice’s distortion, but something about him... the shape of his jaw, the high cheekbones...

A memory stirred.

Faint, buried beneath years of silence.

“I... I’m not sure,” she admitted, though her voice was thinner than she wanted it to be.

Larsen didn’t look convinced. She tucked the evidence bag into her pocket, her sharp eyes lingering on Elin for a moment longer before turning back to the body.

“The ice preserved him better than we expected,” Larsen said. “Forensics will need time to determine the exact cause of death, but given how he was found...” She gestured toward the unnatural angle of his limbs. “It wasn’t an accident.”

Elin’s pulse quickened.

Murder.

She swallowed. “And the note?”

Larsen exhaled, glancing at Henrik before answering. “It was tucked inside his coat pocket, inside a plastic sleeve. Like someone wanted it to be found.”

Someone had left her name with a corpse.

The air felt suddenly too thin.

Elin took a slow breath, pushing down the unease curling through her ribs. She had covered crime for years, had walked through crime scenes more gruesome than this. But this was different. This was personal.

Larsen was still watching her. “You really don’t recognize him?”

Elin shook her head, though doubt lingered at the edges of her mind. “Not yet.”

Henrik cleared his throat. “We’ll run his prints, check missing persons records. If he’s been here this long, someone must have known him.”

Elin nodded, her eyes drifting back to the body.

Who were you? she wondered. And why did you have my name?

A gust of wind swept across the fjord, rattling the bare trees along the shore. The air smelled of brine and something older—something that had been trapped beneath the ice for far too long.

“I need a moment,” Elin murmured.

Neither Henrik nor Larsen argued.

She turned away, stepping carefully over the frozen ground. The snow crunched under her boots as she moved toward the tree line, needing space, needing air.

The sight of the body had pulled at something deep in her, something half-forgotten. The sensation unsettled her—not fear exactly, but recognition. As if a door had opened somewhere in the back of her mind, revealing something she wasn’t ready to see.

She ran a gloved hand over her face, exhaling into the cold.

The last time she had stood on this shoreline, she had been seventeen.

And she had been running then, too.
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Chapter 4: Shadows Beneath the Ice
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The past had sharp teeth. Elin could feel them now, pressing against the edges of her memory, gnawing at the thin barrier she had built between then and now.

She stood at the tree line, her breath curling in the cold air, her pulse a steady drum in her ears. The fjord stretched behind her, silent and dark, its frozen surface marred only by the jagged break where the body had surfaced.

Her name. In his pocket.

It wasn’t a coincidence.

“Elin.”

Henrik’s voice was quiet, but it still cut through the thick fog of her thoughts. She turned to find him standing a few steps away, his expression carefully measured.

“Are you alright?”

A simple question. A polite one. But she heard the weight beneath it, the same unspoken history that sat between them like a wall of ice.

She forced a small nod. “I just needed air.”

Henrik studied her for a moment, then nodded toward the fjord. “Larsen wants to move the body before nightfall. They’ll take it to Bergen for a full post-mortem.”

Bergen. Hours away. Away from this place, from its frozen stillness, from whatever had been buried here for so many years.

Elin folded her arms, pressing her hands against her sides. “And then what?”

Henrik exhaled, his breath misting between them. “We find out who he was. How he died. And why he had your name on him.”

His tone was steady, but she knew him well enough to hear what he wasn’t saying.

And what if he was here because of you, Elin?

She shook her head, trying to push away the rising unease. “You called me here because of the note.”

Henrik hesitated, then nodded. “Yes.”

“Because you think I might know something.”

“Because,” he said carefully, “you were here when this body went into the ice.”

The words landed like a blow to her ribs.

She had left Søndal ten years ago. But before that, she had spent her whole childhood here. And if the body had been frozen beneath the fjord for twenty years or more—

Then she had been here when it happened.

Elin’s mouth was suddenly dry. “You think this is connected to me?”

Henrik didn’t answer right away. Instead, he turned toward the water, watching the officers as they worked. The ice had begun to refreeze at the edges of the broken hole, creeping inward as if the fjord itself wanted to reclaim its secret.

“We don’t know yet,” he admitted. “But whoever this man was, he carried your name with him into the ice.” He looked back at her. “And that means something.”

Elin swallowed hard.

It did mean something.

The problem was, she wasn’t sure she wanted to know what.

The drive back to the village was slow, the roads slick with ice and shadowed by towering pines. Henrik kept his eyes on the road, his hands steady on the wheel, but Elin could feel the questions pressing between them.

“You never came back,” he said finally.

She glanced at him, startled by the shift in conversation. “No.”

“You never even visited.”

Elin exhaled, turning her gaze to the window. The snow-covered trees blurred past, ghostly in the fading light. “There was nothing to come back to.”

Henrik didn’t argue. But she could feel his skepticism, the weight of his silence.

That was the thing about Henrik. He had always been the steady one, the quiet observer, the one who noticed everything but rarely spoke unless it mattered. He had been like that when they were younger, and he was still like that now.

She closed her eyes for a brief moment, letting the rhythm of the car lull her thoughts into something less sharp.

The body. The note. The past scratching at the edges of her mind.

She could almost hear the ice cracking beneath her feet.

“Elin.”

Her eyes snapped open. Henrik was watching her, his expression unreadable. “Do you remember anything?”

It was a simple question. But the answer was not.

She hesitated. “I don’t know.”

Henrik frowned. “What do you mean?”

She swallowed, trying to find the right words. “I mean... it feels familiar. But I don’t know why.”

Henrik’s grip on the wheel tightened. “If you do remember something, even the smallest detail—”

“I’ll tell you,” she interrupted.

He studied her for a long moment before nodding. But she could see it in his eyes.

He didn’t believe her.

And the worst part was—she wasn’t sure she believed herself either.

––––––––
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THEY REACHED THE VILLAGE just as night began to settle over the mountains. The streets were empty, the windows of the houses glowing with soft golden light. Søndal was the kind of place that went quiet when darkness fell, the kind of place where people locked their doors early and pulled their curtains tight.

As Henrik pulled up outside the guesthouse, Elin hesitated.

“I’ll stay at my old house.”

Henrik turned to her, frowning. “Are you sure?”

No.

But she nodded anyway. “It’s still there, isn’t it?”

His expression darkened slightly. “It’s still there.”

Neither of them spoke the rest of the sentence.

But you won’t like what you find.

She opened the car door, stepping out into the cold. The air was thick with snow and silence.

Henrik rolled down the window. “Lock the doors.”

She gave a small, humorless smile. “Afraid of ghosts?”

Henrik didn’t smile back. “Just lock them.”

Then he drove away, leaving her alone on the empty street.

Elin turned toward the house at the end of the road. It was an old, narrow structure, the paint faded, the windows dark. It had been empty for years, but it still stood.

Waiting for her.

Her fingers tightened around the keys in her pocket.

The past was here.

And this time, it wasn’t letting go.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 5: The House of Silence
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The old house stood at the end of the village street like a forgotten monument, its wooden frame sagging under years of neglect. It had been the Dalsgaard family home—the place where Elin had spent the first seventeen years of her life before she fled, as far away as she could manage. Now, as she stood in the soft glow of the streetlamp, the shadows seemed to stretch longer, the house appearing even older than she remembered.

Her breath clouded the air, a pale wisp that vanished into the night. For a moment, she stood still, watching the house. It was cold and silent, its windows dark. It seemed almost as if the house was waiting for her, holding its breath.

The keys in her pocket felt heavier now. She hadn’t wanted to return, but something about the past—and the body in the fjord—had dragged her back. Whether it was fate, or just an undeniable pull, she couldn’t say. But standing here again, in the same place where her life had been torn apart, she felt that old knot of anxiety twist in her stomach.

For years, Elin had buried her memories, locked them away, convinced that time and distance could erase the things she didn’t want to remember. But now, standing in front of the house, she realized that memory had a way of resurfacing when it was least expected. And that whatever had been hidden beneath the surface of this place was not finished with her yet.

She reached for the door, the cold of the metal handle seeping into her fingers as she turned it. It creaked in protest, the sound of the house waking up after years of silence. Inside, everything was as she remembered it—familiar and unsettling. The same worn wooden floors, the same smell of dust and old pine. The same narrow staircase that led to the rooms above, each one holding its own secrets.

The door to the living room hung open, and she walked through it slowly, her boots clicking softly on the wooden floor. The furniture was draped in white sheets, ghostly figures that hadn’t been disturbed in years. The room felt frozen in time, as if it were still waiting for the people who had once lived here to return. But they never would.

Her gaze drifted to the old photograph on the mantelpiece—her parents, both smiling in front of the house, looking like a family that had never known tragedy. She had been just a child in the photo, her hair wild, her face alight with the joy of a world she would soon lose. She had been so naïve then.

The knot in her stomach tightened again as she stepped further into the room. She couldn’t shake the feeling that something was watching her from the shadows, something just out of reach.

She turned toward the stairs, her heart thudding in her chest. She had never been able to go up there after... after that night. The night everything changed.

But now, she had no choice.

Her hand lingered on the banister as she began the slow climb. Each step seemed to creak louder than the last, as if the house itself were protesting her return. The air grew colder as she ascended, and when she reached the top, the hallway stretched out before her, just as narrow and dim as she remembered. The rooms to either side were dark, their doors closed, each one holding a different part of her past.

Elin’s gaze drifted to the last door at the end of the hallway—the room she used to call her own. The door stood ajar, the thin line of light beneath it barely visible in the dark hallway. She hadn’t entered it since the night she left.

Her pulse quickened as she approached, each step bringing her closer to the memories she had tried so desperately to forget. She hesitated for a moment before pushing the door open, the hinges protesting against the stillness.

The room was exactly as it had been when she left. The bed was still made, the sheets crisp and white, the old wooden desk against the far wall. Her books and notebooks were scattered across the shelves, as if they had just been placed there yesterday.

But there, in the corner, something was different.

The window. It was cracked open, just slightly. Elin’s breath caught in her throat. She hadn’t left the window open. She hadn’t been here.

Someone had been.

She moved toward the window, her heart hammering in her chest. The moonlight filtered through the glass, casting a pale, eerie glow across the room. She could see the fresh layer of snow on the ground outside, untouched, unmarked. The wind had kicked up since she arrived, and the snow was starting to drift against the walls of the house, but there was no sign that anyone had entered through the window. Yet, the presence of it—half-open, as if waiting for someone to return—made her skin crawl.

The hairs on the back of her neck stood up as she stepped away from the window. Something was wrong.

Her gaze swept the room again, this time lingering on the small chest at the foot of the bed. She had never opened it since leaving. It was filled with things from her childhood—old clothes, toys she had long forgotten, a few precious mementos she had kept. But she hadn’t come back for that. She wasn’t sure what she was looking for, but she felt the pressing need to find something—anything—that could explain the man in the fjord, the body with her name, and the way it all seemed to circle back to this house.

She crossed the room quickly and crouched down in front of the chest. Her fingers trembled as she lifted the latch, the sound of it clicking open sending a strange chill through her. Inside, it was just as she remembered—old school books, yellowed papers, photographs tucked into faded envelopes.

But there, at the bottom, was something new.

A small, leather-bound journal. Its cover was worn, but the edges were still sharp, as if it had been handled recently. It was heavier than it looked, and the moment she touched it, Elin felt an unsettling weight settle in her chest.

Without thinking, she pulled it out and opened the cover. The pages were yellowed, some edges curled with age, but the handwriting inside was still legible, though it wasn’t hers. It was her father’s.

“Elin doesn’t know, but I have to tell someone. The man is here. He’s been watching her.”

Her breath caught in her throat as she read the words, her hands trembling. She knew the man he was talking about. She had seen him before.

The same man who had been buried beneath the ice.

The past had always been here, just beneath the surface, waiting to rise. And now, it had come for her.

The journal sat heavy in Elin’s hands, its worn leather cover cold against her skin, as if it had been waiting to be discovered. The flickering moonlight illuminated the pages, casting long shadows on the floor. The words her father had written echoed in her mind, their meaning pulling her deeper into a well of confusion and dread.

“Elin doesn’t know, but I have to tell someone. The man is here. He’s been watching her.”

Her breath caught in her throat. The ink was faded, but the handwriting was unmistakable—her father’s precise script, the one she had seen on countless documents around the house when she was younger. It was the same as it had been that day.

The same day everything had gone wrong.

Her hands shook as she flipped through the pages, desperate for more. Each turn of the page revealed more of her father’s thoughts—fragments of sentences, scribbled observations, cryptic warnings.

“He’s here every night. I don’t know why. I don’t know what he wants. Elin is asleep. He doesn’t know she’s watching.”

The words were jagged, rushed. Her father’s usual neatness was gone, replaced by a frantic urgency. Elin felt a knot tighten in her stomach. This wasn’t the father she remembered—the calm, methodical man who had once been a respected teacher in the village. This was someone terrified, desperate to protect his family from something he couldn’t explain.

The pages became more erratic as she continued, the ink bleeding in places where the paper had absorbed the passage of time. There were dates, but they were scattered, disjointed, as if the entries had been written during moments of fear and confusion.

“The ice is melting. The past is coming back. I’ve seen him in the shadows. I’ve seen him in the trees.”

Elin’s hands trembled more violently now. The man. The shadows. The ice. Her mind raced as she tried to make sense of the words, but they were like pieces of a puzzle that didn’t quite fit.

Suddenly, there was a sharp knock at the door. The sound was so sudden, so jarring, that it made her jump. The journal slipped from her hands, falling to the floor with a soft thud, its pages fluttering in the stillness.

Elin froze, her heart pounding in her chest. She hadn’t heard anyone approach. It was late, too late for anyone to be outside. But she couldn’t ignore it. Someone was at the door.

She stood slowly, her legs unsteady, and walked cautiously to the door of the room. The hallway was dark, the only light coming from the faint glow of the streetlamp outside. She stood there for a moment, holding her breath, listening.

The knock came again, more insistent this time.

Her hand rested on the doorknob, fingers cold with fear. She turned it slowly, stepping back as the door creaked open.

Standing in the doorway was Henrik, his face drawn tight with concern, his eyes scanning the room behind her.

“Elin, we need to talk,” he said, his voice low, almost grim.

Elin felt a rush of conflicting emotions—relief, confusion, and an unsettling sense of dread. She had hoped for a moment of silence, a few minutes alone to digest what she had found in the journal. But now, there was no turning back.

“What is it?” she asked, her voice hoarse.

Henrik stepped inside, closing the door gently behind him. His eyes flicked to the open chest at the foot of the bed, to the journal lying discarded on the floor. “I came to check on you,” he said, his tone softening. But there was something else in his eyes, something darker, that Elin couldn’t quite place.

“I’m fine,” she replied quickly, her heart still racing. “What’s happened?”

Henrik took a breath, glancing back toward the door. “There’s been another development,” he said. “Another piece of the puzzle has fallen into place. The body we found... it’s connected to something more than we thought.”

Elin’s stomach twisted. “What do you mean?”

“The man in the ice,” Henrik began, his voice tight. “His fingerprints were a match for someone who disappeared around the same time you left the village. A man named Erik Johannessen. He was a fisherman, but no one ever found out what happened to him. His family thought he drowned.”

Elin’s thoughts whirled, the connection between the man in the ice and the mysterious disappearances of her childhood becoming clearer by the second. But there was something else—the journal. Her father’s frantic notes about a man watching her, about the shadows. She hadn’t told Henrik about the journal yet.

“Erik Johannessen...” Elin repeated softly. The name was familiar, though distant. There had been rumors in the village when she was younger—talk of men who disappeared into the fjord, bodies found too late, faces that never fully resurfaced. But she hadn’t thought about any of it in years.

Henrik watched her closely. “You’re connected to this, Elin. Your family is. I know you’ve been running from it, but whatever happened back then is tied to what’s happening now.”

Elin’s pulse quickened. “What do you mean? What’s happening now?”

Henrik hesitated. “We don’t know yet, but we think someone—someone who knows the history of this village—has been using the ice to bury things. Things they don’t want found.”

The words hung in the air between them like a weight, pressing down on Elin’s chest. She opened her mouth to speak, but nothing came out. The pieces of the past—her father’s journal, the man in the ice, the whispers she had heard growing up—were all converging now, and she was standing in the center of it.

Henrik’s eyes softened for a moment, and he stepped closer to her, his voice quiet. “I know this is hard, but you’re not alone in this.”

Elin shook her head, pulling away from him slightly. “I can’t—I don’t know if I can do this. I left for a reason. I don’t want to get dragged back into all of this.”

Henrik’s face darkened. “You never truly left, Elin. The past doesn’t let you walk away. It follows you. Especially here.”

For a long moment, there was only silence, broken only by the creak of the house settling around them. Elin felt the weight of Henrik’s words sink into her chest, but her mind was elsewhere, her thoughts tangled in the journal she had left on the floor, in the cryptic warning her father had written.

The man had been watching her. Had been waiting.

And now, it was clear—there was something buried beneath the ice. Something that had never truly been forgotten.

She picked up the journal from the floor, the leather soft under her fingers. Her eyes lingered on the last entry.

“It’s not over. Not yet. Elin doesn’t know. But she will soon.”

Elin closed the journal with a quiet snap, her heart racing once more.

And then, for the first time since her return, she felt the full weight of the past bearing down on her.
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Chapter 6: The Unraveling Thread
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The room seemed to close in around Elin as she sat down on the edge of the bed, the journal resting in her lap. Henrik stood nearby, watching her with a mixture of concern and something else—something harder, like resolve. His presence was both a comfort and an unsettling reminder that the past she had spent so long running from was no longer a distant memory, but an ever-looming shadow that now threatened to swallow her whole.

The silence stretched between them, heavy and uncomfortable. Henrik had said his piece—he had given her the facts, or at least what he knew of them. But it didn’t feel like enough. Not nearly enough.

Her fingers tightened around the leather of the journal. The weight of it seemed to pulse in her hands, as though it had its own heartbeat, its own urgency. The words written by her father had started something—something that she wasn’t sure she could stop.

Henrik broke the silence, his voice low. “Elin, I know this isn’t easy, but you need to understand something.”

She looked up at him, her brow furrowed.

“Whatever happened all those years ago, whatever was buried in the ice, it’s been hidden for a reason,” he continued, his eyes dark with the weight of his words. “And now, it’s starting to surface again. And you...” He paused, his gaze shifting to the journal in her hands, then back to her. “You’re tied to it in ways I don’t think you understand yet.”

Elin swallowed hard. The tightness in her throat made it difficult to speak, but she managed to ask, “What does that mean, Henrik? What’s starting to surface?”

He took a step closer, his jaw clenched, and for the first time, Elin saw the exhaustion etched on his face. It was as if the burden of all these years had finally caught up with him. “There’s more to this, more than we’ve uncovered so far. People who went missing in the past weren’t just victims of some accident. They were part of something bigger, something that started long before we were born.”

The implication hung in the air, and Elin’s heart raced, her thoughts scattering. She had spent years trying to forget, but now it was clear that forgetting wasn’t an option.

“What do you mean ‘something bigger’?” Her voice came out more brittle than she intended, but she didn’t care.

Henrik exhaled slowly, his eyes narrowing in thought. “You saw the name on the body we found. Erik Johannessen. He’s one of many, Elin. There’s a pattern here, one that stretches back decades. Disappearances, strange occurrences... all of it leads back to this village. And I think... I think your father knew something. Something about this town, about what was happening, but he never said anything.”

Elin’s stomach clenched. She wanted to shake the words out of her head, to push away the rising dread that was clawing its way to the surface, but she couldn’t. There was a gnawing feeling in her gut that told her she had already been dragged too far into this.

“The journal...” she began, her voice faint, “it’s not just about me. It’s about my father, too. He wrote about the man who was watching me.” She hesitated, but the words spilled out before she could stop them. “And he said the past was coming back. He said it was buried in the ice. But why? What was he talking about?”

Henrik’s eyes darkened at the mention of the ice. “I don’t know. But I intend to find out. That’s why I’m here, Elin. Because this... this isn’t just about one body or one person. This is about everything that has been buried under that ice for years.”

Elin glanced at the journal in her lap, her fingers itching to turn the pages, but something held her back. Something told her that reading more would pull her deeper into the mess her father had left behind. Still, she couldn’t shake the feeling that she had to understand, had to know the whole truth, no matter how terrifying it might be.

“I need to see more,” she whispered, mostly to herself.

Henrik took a step back, concern flashing in his eyes. “What do you mean?”

Elin’s gaze lingered on the journal, her mind racing. “There’s more in here. More of my father’s notes. I need to know everything. I need to understand why he kept writing this, why he kept this from me...” Her voice trailed off as the weight of her own words settled on her shoulders.

Henrik watched her for a long moment before giving a slow nod. “If you’re sure, then we’ll go through it together.”

She looked up at him, nodding in return. She wasn’t sure, but she had no choice now. The past was no longer something she could avoid. It was right here, sitting in her hands, and if she didn’t confront it, she might never find the peace she’d been desperately searching for all these years.

She took a steadying breath, then began to flip through the pages, her eyes scanning each word with growing urgency. As she read, the fragmented thoughts of her father began to make more sense. He had been terrified—terrified of something or someone, of a force that was beyond his control. He had been trying to protect her, but from what? From who?

“I see him now. I see him in the trees. The man who was buried beneath the ice is not dead. He’s still here. He’s been watching us all along. Elin doesn’t know it yet, but she will soon. I have to make sure she’s safe. I can’t let him take her, too.”

Elin’s throat closed as she read the final entry. Her hands trembled violently as the words burned into her mind. She had always known that her father had been worried—her memories of him growing more distant and haunted as time went on—but she had never understood the depths of his fear.

But now, the pieces were falling into place. Her father had been protecting her from something he couldn’t explain, something that had been there long before she was born. And whatever it was, it was still here, still lurking in the shadows, waiting for its time to strike.

Henrik stood quietly beside her, watching as she finished reading. The silence between them was thick with unspoken words.

“So, what now?” Elin whispered, almost to herself.

Henrik’s voice was steady but filled with a quiet urgency. “Now, we figure out what your father knew. We find out who’s still hiding in the shadows.” He paused, his gaze sharp. “And we make sure they can’t bury any more secrets.”

The room seemed to grow colder, the air thick with the weight of their shared resolve. Elin could feel the threads of the past tightening around her, pulling her deeper into something that was no longer just her father’s battle, but her own.

As she looked out the window, the first signs of dawn were breaking over the mountains, casting a faint light on the snow-covered ground outside. But even as the day began, Elin couldn’t shake the feeling that the night—the darkness—was far from over.

The ice was melting. And with it, the secrets it had hidden for so long were beginning to rise.

The journal was heavy in Elin’s hands, but it was the weight of the truth, not just the leather-bound book. It was as though her father’s words had been a thread, woven carefully through time, leading her to this very moment. She could feel the tension in the air, thick with unanswered questions and the promise of discovery. Yet, as she turned the pages, the answers felt like a distant horizon—always just out of reach.

Henrik stood close, though he made no move to interrupt her. His presence, though quiet, seemed to magnify the silence around them. Elin could feel his eyes on her, as if he were silently assessing her every reaction.

The words in the journal had become more frantic with each passing page. Her father’s handwriting, once so meticulous, had become increasingly erratic—his observations more desperate. It was as if the closer he had come to understanding whatever had been lurking in the shadows, the more undone he had become. Elin could feel it too, the tension building in the space between her thoughts. The house around her seemed to grow colder, as if the very walls were holding their breath.

“He’s watching me. He knows that I’m trying to warn her. I’ve been too late before. I won’t be again. I have to keep her safe, I have to...”

Elin stopped reading. Her hands clenched around the journal, and she felt a sharp pang of regret—regret for not having listened when her father had tried to warn her. Regret for running from the past, thinking that the distance would give her freedom.

But it hadn’t. Not really. The past had followed her, quietly slipping into her life like a shadow, always there, just out of sight, until now. And now, the shadow was ready to claim her.

Henrik, sensing her growing unease, stepped closer. He cleared his throat softly, trying not to startle her. “Elin, I know it’s hard. But you’re not alone in this. Whatever this is, we’ll face it together.”

Elin glanced up at him, a flicker of gratitude mixing with the overwhelming confusion in her mind. She hadn’t realized how much she needed his presence until now—his steady, calm demeanor was a counterbalance to the turmoil inside her. But even as she sought comfort in his words, she couldn’t shake the feeling that everything had already shifted. The world around her was no longer as it seemed, and there were threads she couldn’t see, all leading back to the chilling truth she was starting to uncover.

Henrik watched her closely, his brow furrowing. He knew, perhaps even more than she did, how dangerous it was to delve too deeply into the past. He had seen enough of its dark edges to understand that not all mysteries were meant to be solved. But he also knew that there was no turning back now. The moment Elin had opened that journal, the door had been opened, and it was only a matter of time before they stepped into the unknown.

He crouched down, bringing himself to her level, trying to meet her eyes. “We’ll have to take this one step at a time. We need to go back to where it all started. The place where your father... the place where this began.”

Elin looked at him, unsure of what he meant. “Where?”

Henrik hesitated, glancing toward the window. The pale light of dawn was creeping in, casting long shadows across the room, making everything feel more distant, more uncertain. “The old boathouse. It’s where the last of the disappearances were connected to. Your father went there a lot. He never told you why, did he?”

Elin shook her head, her mind reeling. She knew the boathouse. It was tucked away along the edge of the lake, far from the village. The villagers didn’t talk about it much—it had been abandoned for years, though there had always been rumors about it. Some said it had been a place where things were hidden, where secrets were stored. It seemed like the perfect place to bury something, to keep it from being found.

But why had her father gone there so often? Why hadn’t he told her?

“I don’t understand,” she murmured, the words slipping out before she could stop them. “If he knew something was wrong, why didn’t he tell me? Why didn’t he protect me?” Her voice cracked, the pain of the past rising to the surface.

Henrik’s gaze softened, and for a moment, he looked like the man she had known years ago—the Henrik who had always tried to make her smile, the one who had been there through the hard times. But now, his expression was graver, his eyes shadowed with knowledge that neither of them could ignore any longer.

“He tried, Elin,” he said quietly, his voice thick with understanding. “But some things... some things are harder to explain. Some things are too dangerous to speak of.” He paused, then added, almost as if to himself, “Maybe he thought it was too late to stop it. Maybe he thought the past couldn’t be changed.”

Elin didn’t answer immediately. Her mind was spinning, each thought leading to another, until everything became a blur. Her father’s journal, Henrik’s words, the hidden boathouse, the bodies in the ice—all of it was connected, but how? What was the thread that tied it all together?

The room felt stifling, too small for the enormity of the questions crowding her thoughts. She needed air. She needed space to breathe, to think.

“Elin?” Henrik’s voice broke through her spiraling thoughts. “Are you alright?”

She blinked, looking up at him with a slow, measured expression. “I need to go to the boathouse,” she said, her voice firm, though the words tasted foreign on her tongue. She hadn’t planned on going there, but now it felt like the only thing she could do. It was as though the boathouse held the final key—the piece of the puzzle that would unlock everything, or perhaps destroy them both.

Henrik looked at her, searching her face for any sign of hesitation. When none came, he nodded. “Alright. But we go together. We need to be careful. I don’t know who or what might be waiting there.”

Elin stood, pushing herself up from the bed with a sense of finality. The journal was still in her hands, though she had almost forgotten it was there. It had become part of her now, an extension of her thoughts, an anchor to the past that was pulling her forward.

With a glance toward Henrik, she moved toward the door. As she stepped into the hallway, she felt the house shift around her, as if the walls were closing in, as if something was watching, waiting. The icy chill from earlier seemed to have followed her, and the thought of the boathouse, that forgotten place on the edge of the village, filled her with a cold sense of inevitability.

There was no turning back now.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 7: The Boathouse
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The journey to the boathouse was colder than Elin had anticipated. The morning sun had risen higher, but the mountain air remained sharp, biting at her skin as she walked alongside Henrik. They didn’t speak much; the weight of their thoughts filled the spaces between them, each lost in their own world of fears and suspicions. Henrik was clearly concerned, but he didn’t voice it. Elin knew him too well. His silence was his way of processing, of preparing for whatever lay ahead.

The road to the boathouse was a winding path that led through the forest. Tall pines stood sentinel on either side, their needles catching the glint of the sunlight as it filtered through the branches. The air smelled of damp earth and pine resin, the kind of clean scent that made the cold seem almost comforting, despite the gnawing unease that curled in Elin’s stomach.

They had reached the outskirts of the village by now, and the familiar landscape was beginning to feel foreign to her, as if the world she had known her entire life was shifting just out of reach. The place she had once called home seemed to be unraveling, revealing new, darker layers beneath its picturesque surface.

As they walked further, the trees began to thin, and ahead of them, the outline of the old boathouse appeared in the distance. It was a dilapidated structure, leaning to one side as if it were trying to escape the weight of time. Its roof sagged in places, and the walls were marked by the ravages of the harsh winters that had come and gone. Yet despite the decay, there was something foreboding about it. The boathouse was a place forgotten by most, left to rot in the shadow of the mountains. But to Elin, it was a place she had always avoided, a place that carried too many unanswered questions.

Henrik slowed his pace, his eyes scanning the surroundings. "This is it," he muttered, as if confirming it to himself. "We need to be careful."

Elin nodded, her heart pounding in her chest. She could feel the fear creeping up her spine, curling around her ribs like a vice. This place—this cursed boathouse—held secrets that were too dangerous to leave buried. But the truth was, she didn’t know if she was ready to uncover them. And yet, she had no choice. The past had already found her.

The path leading to the boathouse was overgrown, with tall grasses and vines twisting up from the earth, as if nature itself had been trying to reclaim the structure. As they approached, the silence deepened. Not a single bird sang. The usual rustle of wildlife had ceased. It was as though the world had held its breath, waiting for something.

When they finally reached the door, Henrik hesitated for a moment. He looked at Elin, his expression grave. “You sure about this?”

Elin’s throat was dry. She nodded, though her stomach churned. “I need to know. I need to understand.”

Henrik gave a solemn nod, and without another word, he pushed open the door. It creaked loudly, the sound echoing in the stillness around them.

The inside of the boathouse was dark and musty, the air thick with mildew and the scent of rotting wood. Elin felt her way along the walls as she stepped inside, the floorboards groaning under her weight. The place had been abandoned for years, but it still felt alive with a strange, unsettling energy.

The space was cluttered, filled with old, forgotten tools, weathered crates, and remnants of things that had been left behind. Yet, there was something about it that felt different now. The air seemed to pulse with the weight of secrets. Elin’s breath quickened, and she could feel the hairs on the back of her neck stand on end.

Henrik was already moving deeper into the room, his flashlight cutting through the dark, sweeping over old fishing nets, broken boat paddles, and discarded pieces of wood. The beams above them creaked, and every step they took felt like an intrusion into something ancient and buried.

“This place...” Elin whispered, her voice catching in her throat. “It feels wrong. Like we’re not supposed to be here.”

Henrik didn’t answer immediately. He was scanning the room, his light moving over the shadows as if searching for something, anything, that would give them a clue. Finally, he stopped near the far wall, where a large wooden crate sat, half hidden beneath a pile of old tarps.

Elin’s breath caught as she looked at it. There was something familiar about the crate, something that made her blood run cold. She had never been here before, but the way the crate was positioned—carefully, deliberately—it felt like it had been placed there for a reason.

Henrik bent down, pulling at the tarps with a swift motion. The crate’s surface was weathered, its edges worn with time, but there was something about it that seemed out of place. It didn’t belong in the boathouse, not among the decaying remnants of forgotten fishing gear.

“What do you think it is?” Elin asked, her voice trembling.

Henrik didn’t answer. He was already lifting the crate’s lid. It squeaked loudly, the sound of wood scraping against wood sending a shiver down Elin’s spine. Inside, there was something wrapped in thick cloth, the edges stained with what looked like rust. Henrik paused, glancing up at Elin, his eyes narrowed with suspicion.

“Do you want to see what’s inside?” he asked quietly, his voice steady but tinged with a sense of dread.

Elin’s heart raced, and she almost couldn’t bring herself to nod. But she had to. The journal, her father’s frantic notes, the strange connection between the missing people—it all pointed to this moment. She could feel the weight of it in her bones.

“Open it,” she whispered.

With a final glance at her, Henrik carefully peeled back the cloth. The object inside was revealed, and Elin’s breath caught in her throat. It was a small, intricately carved box—weathered and ancient, yet somehow preserved. The carvings on its surface were unmistakable. They were symbols—runes, archaic and foreign, and yet somehow familiar, as if Elin had seen them before.

The box was cold to the touch, and as Henrik lifted it from the crate, Elin felt a sudden, overwhelming sense of déjà vu, as if the box was something that had been waiting for her. Waiting for this very moment.

“Do you recognize it?” Henrik asked, his voice low.

Elin stared at the box, her hands trembling. "I... I don't know. But these symbols..." Her mind raced. She could see them now, etched into the pages of her father’s journal, in the margins, almost as if he had been trying to draw a map, to warn her about something.

But what? What did it all mean?

Henrik placed the box in her hands. It was heavier than she expected, and her fingers brushed against the cold wood with a mixture of reverence and fear. Something about it felt like it had been waiting for centuries to be opened, and now that it was, the air in the boathouse seemed to crackle with a strange energy.

“Elin,” Henrik said softly, his voice tight. “Whatever this is, it’s not just a family secret. It’s something much older. Something tied to the history of this place.”

Elin nodded, her grip tightening on the box. “I know,” she whispered, her voice barely audible.

The past was no longer a distant memory—it was alive, and it was demanding to be understood.
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Chapter 8: The Box's Secrets


[image: ]


The air in the boathouse felt thicker now, almost suffocating. Every creak of the building seemed louder, every movement more pronounced, as if the world around them was slowly coming alive in a way Elin couldn’t explain. The carved box in her hands seemed to pulse with a strange energy, as though it was reacting to her touch.

Henrik was still watching her, his expression tense, his brow furrowed in thought. “Elin, we don’t know what we’re dealing with here,” he said cautiously, his voice tinged with concern. “This... this isn’t just something your father left behind. It’s something older. Something dangerous.”

Elin didn’t respond immediately. Her mind was racing. She had known this wasn’t going to be simple, but standing here, holding the box in her hands, she could feel the weight of history pressing down on her. Her father’s cryptic journal entries, the boathouse, the runes—there was a connection, a thread pulling her deeper into something much darker than she had anticipated.

“I don’t know what it is yet,” she finally whispered, her voice distant. “But it’s the only thing we have right now. I need to know what’s inside.”

Henrik hesitated, clearly torn between protecting her and uncovering the truth. “Elin—”

“I can’t keep running from this,” she interrupted, her voice more certain now. She held the box up, examining its intricacy. The wood was smooth beneath her fingertips, though there was an unmistakable
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