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The wind howled across the fjord, carrying the icy sting of the polar night into every crevice of the sleepy town. Streetlamps flickered under the weight of frost, casting elongated shadows that danced over empty cobblestone streets. The town seemed asleep, but the stillness was deceptive. Somewhere, hidden in the fog, something had gone terribly wrong.

Detective Ingrid Nilsen stepped from the black SUV, pulling her coat tighter around her shoulders. She shivered, more from unease than cold. This was her first assignment in the northern reaches of Norway, a town so remote that even the GPS had trouble finding it. The air smelled of salt, seaweed, and something else—something faintly metallic that set her teeth on edge.

The scene was at the edge of a cliff overlooking the fjord. A crowd of locals had gathered, hushed and tense, their breath visible in the freezing air. Police tape fluttered like nervous hands in the wind. Below, the dark waters of the fjord crashed against jagged rocks, white foam spraying like a warning.

“It’s over there,” a uniformed officer said, his voice low, almost apologetic. He pointed toward the edge, where the body of a young woman dangled grotesquely from a rope tied to a jagged outcrop. Her coat flapped violently in the wind, her hair matted with frost and rain. Her eyes were wide open, staring at the horizon, lifeless but accusing.

Ingrid swallowed hard, the sharp taste of fear mingling with adrenaline. She had seen death before, but the sight of this—so deliberate, so cruel—was different. Something about the scene didn’t sit right. The rope was taut, but the angles were wrong. The body’s position suggested someone had staged it. Suicide didn’t usually leave a person dangling so precariously, so theatrical.

She knelt carefully, eyes scanning the frost-bitten ground. A set of footprints led to the cliff’s edge, then disappeared—too small to belong to the victim, too deliberate to be natural erosion. Ingrid frowned. Someone had come here, done this, and left. And whoever it was had watched the body sway in the wind like a warning.

A murmur ran through the crowd. Ingrid looked up and caught glimpses of faces: curiosity, fear, guilt. Everyone seemed to know more than they said. In small towns like this, secrets lived in whispers, not words. She could feel the weight of centuries of hidden stories pressing against her, pressing against her chest.

A local police officer handed her a notebook. “She was a journalist,” he said quietly. “Maja Strand. Been asking questions about... things. Old disappearances, unsolved cases.”

Ingrid’s eyes narrowed. That explained the staging. Maja hadn’t just died; she had been silenced. And Ingrid had a sinking feeling that the answers wouldn’t be easy to find.

The wind picked up, carrying a fine spray of icy mist from the fjord. Ingrid shivered again, whether from cold or premonition she couldn’t say. She rose slowly, scanning the cliffs and the dark water below. Somewhere out there, hidden in the fog, the person who had done this was still watching, still waiting.

Her phone buzzed. A text from Oslo: We’re watching the coverage. Bring us answers.

Ingrid tucked it into her coat and stepped closer to the edge, ignoring the subtle tremor in her hands. The first thing she always learned on these cases: nothing was as simple as it seemed. And in a town like this, beneath the endless night, nothing stayed buried forever.

The fjord roared below her, indifferent and eternal. And somewhere, in the shadows, someone smiled.
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Ingrid didn’t sleep that night. The hotel room was tiny and sterile, with a single window overlooking the dark fjord. The wind rattled the panes, a constant reminder that the town outside was alive with secrets she hadn’t yet uncovered. She sat on the edge of the bed, notebook open, reviewing the scant information she had on Maja Strand. A young journalist, ambitious, relentless, and now... dead.

By dawn, the town was cloaked in gray twilight, the polar night making it feel like the world had been painted in shades of steel and ash. Ingrid pulled on her coat, checked her camera and notebook, and stepped outside. The streets were eerily quiet. Only the gulls called over the harbor, their cries sharp and hollow.

The local police station was a squat building of gray concrete, looking more like a warehouse than a law enforcement hub. Inside, the air smelled faintly of coffee and old paper. Chief Lars Ødegård was waiting, tall and imposing, his lined face giving nothing away. He shook her hand with a firmness that suggested both respect and a warning.

“Detective Nilsen,” he said, voice low and measured. “Welcome to our little corner of the world. I’ll be frank. We don’t need outsiders stirring up old ghosts.”

Ingrid studied him carefully. His eyes were cold, calculating. He wasn’t threatening, exactly, but there was a palpable weight in the room—as if every word he said carried consequences.

“I’m not here to interfere,” she replied evenly. “I want to understand what happened to Maja Strand.”

He nodded slowly, then gestured to a large board pinned with photos and notes. “This is what we’ve got. The woman’s body was found by the fjord. Suicide. There’s nothing more to it. She asked questions that didn’t need answers.”

Ingrid’s lips pressed together. That wasn’t an obstruction—it was a warning. She leaned over the board, examining the images: Maja’s apartment, her notebooks, her camera, and several photographs of locations around town—forests, abandoned cabins, icy cliffs. Ingrid felt the first twinge of a pattern forming, though it was still just out of reach.

“Were there any threats? Anyone following her?” Ingrid asked.

Lars’s eyes flicked toward the window, where fog hugged the harbor. “People talk. But talk is cheap here. And some things,” he paused, “some things are better left alone.”

Ingrid’s jaw tightened. That was the kind of line a small town uses to hide decades of secrets. She made a mental note: every local she met would have layers of lies stacked on top of truths.

The first interviews were tense. Villagers kept their answers short, eyes darting toward each other, as if speaking could summon danger. Maja had been asking about old disappearances—girls who vanished without a trace, cases closed or quietly ignored. Everyone seemed to know something, but no one wanted to talk.

One woman, elderly and frail, whispered when Ingrid approached. “She shouldn’t have been poking into the fjord. Not her business. Some waters... they keep their secrets.”

Ingrid nodded, carefully noting the words. “Did she have enemies? People who didn’t want her asking questions?”

The woman shook her head, though her hands trembled. “Everyone in this town has sins. Some are just better buried than remembered.”

By midday, Ingrid returned to the cliffs, retracing the steps around Maja’s body. The footprints in the frost were more distinct in the weak morning light. Someone had come and gone, leaving no trace of their identity—no shoes, no fingerprints. Only the wind had witnessed them, and it whispered through the rocks like a warning.

Ingrid’s mind raced. She had a young journalist dead, a secretive town, and a police chief who seemed more interested in preserving appearances than solving the case. And somewhere in the fog, the person who had killed Maja was watching, patient, confident, and cruel.

As she gazed across the fjord, the first flakes of snow began to fall, drifting slowly in the gray light. Each flake seemed to carry a question, a threat, a promise: the night in the north was far from over, and the darkness that had swallowed Maja was only just beginning to reveal itself.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3


[image: ]


The snow had begun to settle in thick, uneven layers, muffling the town’s narrow streets and giving everything an eerie softness. The fog from the fjord lingered stubbornly, curling between the buildings like fingers trying to pull secrets from the town. Ingrid pulled her coat tighter, the chill biting through her gloves as she made her way back to Maja Strand’s apartment.

Inside, the apartment was small and sparse, but meticulous. Books lined the shelves in neat rows, and her camera tripod still stood in the corner, lens dusted with frost from the window. Ingrid moved carefully, careful not to disturb anything. Maja had been meticulous in her work. Every photograph, every note might hold the key to understanding why she was dead.

Her eyes fell on Maja’s notebooks stacked neatly on the desk. Ingrid flipped one open, scanning the handwritten pages filled with names, dates, and locations. A pattern began to emerge. Several disappearances had occurred along the fjord, spanning decades, each seemingly unconnected—except for one detail: every case involved girls who had asked questions about the town’s history, about old families, about events the locals clearly wanted forgotten.

A soft knock at the door made Ingrid glance up. Chief Lars Ødegård stepped in, his expression carefully neutral. “Detective Nilsen, I hope you’re not disturbing the tenants’ privacy unnecessarily,” he said, though his tone carried a subtle edge.

“I’m looking for evidence,” Ingrid said evenly, holding up the notebook. “Maja Strand was investigating something. Her notes might explain who wanted her silenced.”

Lars’s jaw tightened. “Some things are better left buried,” he said, echoing the words she had already heard from the villagers. “You’re chasing ghosts, Ingrid. I suggest you tread carefully.”

Ingrid’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t chase ghosts, Chief. I solve crimes.”

He gave her a long look, then stepped back toward the door. “Be careful. This town has ways of protecting itself. And outsiders... outsiders tend to get caught in the storm.”

Once he left, Ingrid returned to the notebook, her pulse quickening. One entry caught her eye: a symbol scrawled in the margin, repeated several times beside different names—a simple, angular mark resembling a rune. She frowned. It was subtle, almost overlooked, but deliberately placed. Someone had wanted this hidden, or wanted it found by the right person.

Her mind raced. Could this be a signature? A mark left by whoever had killed Maja—or someone connected to the disappearances?

Ingrid needed more than paper and speculation. She needed to see the locations Maja had marked, to walk the streets she had investigated. Pulling on her boots, she stepped back into the falling snow, letting the cold sting sharpen her senses.

The first stop was the abandoned warehouse at the edge of town. Maja had circled it repeatedly in her notes, writing brief observations: “Night lights,” “footprints in snow,” “voices?” Ingrid shivered, remembering the fjord’s icy wind. The warehouse loomed ahead, dark and silent, windows broken and frost-covered. Every shadow seemed alive, moving just beyond the reach of the weak streetlights.

Ingrid stepped inside. The air smelled of mold and rust, carrying with it the faint hint of smoke from a long-extinguished fire. Her flashlight beam cut through the darkness, revealing crates stacked haphazardly, the floor dusted with a thin layer of snow that had drifted in through broken panels. She crouched to inspect the floor—footprints. Small, deliberate, not quite worn away by the wind.

Her pulse quickened. Someone had been here recently. Someone who might still be watching.

A sudden noise—a metallic clang—echoed from the far corner. Ingrid froze, every muscle taut. She advanced slowly, flashlight trembling slightly in her gloved hand. The sound repeated, then silence. She strained her ears, heart pounding.

And then she saw it: a piece of paper pinned to a beam, fluttering slightly in the draft. She picked it up. Scribbled on it in Maja’s handwriting was a single word: “Fjord.”

Ingrid’s stomach tightened. It was a clue, but also a warning. Someone knew she was looking. Someone was already playing a dangerous game, leading her deeper into the shadows of the town.

Outside, the snow fell harder, blanketing the streets in white. Ingrid looked across the town, toward the fjord glinting darkly under the weak morning light. The first thread of a tangled web was beginning to unravel, but she had no idea how deep it went—or who would strike next.

The night in the north wasn’t over. Not by a long shot.
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The storm had arrived without warning. Snow whipped sideways across the narrow streets, making visibility almost zero. Ingrid pulled her coat tighter and adjusted the collar of her scarf, her breath steaming in the freezing air. Every step toward the fjord felt heavier, the cold pressing against her bones, as if warning her to turn back. But she couldn’t. Not yet.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket—an unknown number. She hesitated, then answered.

“Detective Nilsen,” a voice whispered, thin and urgent. “Leave the town. Leave now, or you’ll be next.”

The line went dead. Ingrid’s pulse jumped, a cold surge of fear running down her spine. This was no longer about solving a case. This was about survival. Someone in this town wanted her to stop, and they weren’t bluffing.

She shook her head and kept walking. Threats wouldn’t stop her. They had never stopped her before.

The abandoned warehouse still haunted her thoughts. The note pinned to the beam, scrawled with the word “Fjord”, had been clear. Maja’s death wasn’t isolated. The footprints, the symbols in her notebook, the hushed warnings—all pointed to a network of secrets hidden beneath the calm surface of the town. Ingrid knew she had to find the link.

She arrived at the local police station, her boots leaving wet marks on the floor. Chief Lars Ødegård was waiting, arms crossed, his face unreadable.

“Detective,” he said, voice low, “you’re pushing too hard. This town doesn’t take kindly to outsiders stirring up old dust.”

“I’m not here to make friends,” Ingrid replied. “I’m here to find out who killed Maja Strand.”

He sighed, a sound that carried both irritation and weariness. “You’ll make enemies fast. And enemies here... they don’t just send threats over the phone.”

Ingrid’s jaw tightened. She had already felt that. Whoever had left the note, whoever had whispered through her phone, was close. Too close.

“Then I’ll be ready,” she said.

Her first interview that day was with a local fisherman, a grizzled man named Eirik Johansen. His hands were rough and calloused, but his eyes betrayed a wary intelligence.

“She was asking about the disappearances,” he said quietly, glancing over his shoulder. “Girls gone years ago, never found. Nobody wanted anyone poking into it.”

“Did she mention names?” Ingrid asked.

He shook his head. “Just places. The fjord, the cliffs, the old lighthouse. That’s where it all started.”

Ingrid noted it down. The lighthouse. A place long abandoned, perched at the edge of the cliffs like a sentinel. If Maja had been investigating there, it made sense someone wanted her silenced.

By afternoon, Ingrid decided to go herself. The wind had strengthened, snow driving into her face like needles. She trudged through the storm, heart hammering as the lighthouse emerged through the fog. Its paint was chipped, windows broken, doors hanging on rusted hinges. A perfect hideout for someone who wanted to remain unseen.

Inside, the smell of salt, decay, and mold filled her nostrils. The beam of her flashlight cut through the darkness, revealing scattered papers, old crates, and a faint trail in the snow-dusted floor. Ingrid’s pulse quickened. Someone had been here recently.

Then she heard it: a faint creak, high above her. She froze. The lighthouse groaned as the wind tore at its beams. A shadow shifted at the top of the spiral staircase.

“Who’s there?” she called, voice steady despite the fear creeping into her chest.

No answer. Only the storm’s howl and the faint sound of something sliding along the floor above. Ingrid moved cautiously, her hand on her service pistol. Every step on the metal stairs echoed through the empty structure.

At the top, she found a small, torn notebook—its pages ripped but partially legible. The handwriting was unmistakable: Maja Strand’s. She had been here, piecing together a puzzle Ingrid could now start to see. Names, dates, locations—references to the fjord, the cliffs, the old families of the town, and a series of deaths labeled as “accidents” decades ago.

And at the very end, a single phrase underlined twice: “They are watching. Always.”

Ingrid’s stomach tightened. The warnings, the threats, the notes—they weren’t random. This was calculated. Someone had been orchestrating Maja’s investigation, guiding her, then ending her life when she got too close.

She glanced out the lighthouse window at the fjord below, black and endless. The wind cut through the structure like knives. Somewhere out there, hidden in the storm, the person responsible was watching, waiting for her next move.

Ingrid clenched the notebook, determination hardening her resolve. She didn’t scare easily. But for the first time in a long time, she understood the depth of the danger she was in. The storm, the fjord, the snow—it wasn’t just weather. It was a warning. And she had no choice but to follow it.

The night in the north was far from over.
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The storm had shown no mercy overnight. Snow piled in drifts along the narrow streets, and the wind moaned through the alleys like the town itself was warning her to turn back. Ingrid tightened her scarf and pushed forward toward the police station, the notebook from the lighthouse burning a hole in her coat pocket. Every line she’d read in Maja’s notes had left a shadow in her mind, a sense that someone had been orchestrating events long before she arrived.

Chief Lars Ødegård was waiting, leaning against his desk with a grim expression that made the room feel smaller, colder.

“You’ve been busy,” he said, voice low. “Going through Maja’s things, wandering the lighthouse in a blizzard. You realize that’s dangerous, right?”

“I’m careful,” Ingrid replied evenly, meeting his eyes. “And I’m close to understanding why Maja was killed. This isn’t random.”

Lars’s lips pressed into a thin line. “This town has ways of protecting itself. Outsiders stir things best left untouched. Do you want to end up like her?”

Ingrid’s jaw tightened. “I don’t scare easily. And I won’t let fear stop me from finding the truth.”

He said nothing more, only watched her leave with a weighty gaze. Outside, the snow bit at her cheeks, driving her toward the town archives. Dusty files and yellowed case reports had been reluctantly opened to her, and Ingrid quickly scanned them. The names repeated: girls who vanished along the fjord, cases quietly closed as accidents or suicides, though details never added up.

One name stood out: Astrid Lunde, missing forty years ago. The reports mirrored Maja’s notes: proximity to cliffs, questions about old families, hints of secrets the town had buried. Ingrid’s pulse quickened. This wasn’t an isolated event. Maja had uncovered a legacy of deaths, and someone wanted it hidden.

A soft creak behind her made Ingrid spin. Lars’s voice, low and tight: “I told you to be careful.”

“I’m not afraid,” Ingrid said, though her hand hovered near her coat pocket.

“You don’t know fear yet. Not the kind coming for you,” he said and left, shutting the door behind him.

Flipping through another file, Ingrid found a photograph, yellowed with age: a group of townspeople standing on the cliffs above the fjord. Some faces were familiar. Scribbled names matched families Maja had investigated. The past and present were entwined, and the truth was dangerous.

Then a noise at the door made her freeze—footsteps, deliberate, slow. A shadow fell across the frosted glass panel.

“Detective Nilsen,” a voice hissed through the crack. “Stop digging. Or you’ll be next.”

The door slammed. Ingrid was alone with the files, the cold, and the mounting realization that someone in this town was orchestrating events from the shadows.

Her hands clenched around Maja’s notebook. Fear whispered at the edges of her mind, but determination roared louder. Someone had crossed a line. And Ingrid would follow the trail, no matter how deep it went.

Outside, the fjord crashed against the rocks, black and relentless. The snowstorm painted the town in gray and white, but Ingrid could feel the shadows moving within, ready to protect secrets that were never meant to be uncovered.

The night in the north was far from over, and the first threads of truth were beginning to unravel.
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The next morning, the storm had not relented. Snowdrifts piled high along the streets, and the fjord’s icy waters roared beneath a sky the color of slate. Ingrid pulled her coat tighter around her shoulders, her breath steaming in the frigid air, and made her way to the outskirts of town. She had a lead—a living witness, the only person who might connect Maja’s death to the decades-old disappearances.

His name was Henrik Olsen, a retired fisherman who had lived in the town his entire life. Ingrid had learned of him through old case files, references in Maja’s notes, and hushed murmurs among the villagers. He had seen things—things others had buried or pretended never happened.

The Olsen house was at the edge of the cliffs, overlooking the fjord like a lonely sentinel. Snow swirled around the wooden structure, and the wind made the shutters bang against the walls. Ingrid knocked firmly, her pulse quickening. No one answered at first, then a window creaked open.

Henrik’s face appeared, weathered and wary. His eyes narrowed at the sight of her. “Detective?” he said cautiously. “You shouldn’t be here.”

“I need your help,” Ingrid said. “I’m investigating Maja Strand’s death. I believe it’s connected to disappearances here—decades-old cases.”

Henrik’s eyes darted toward the fjord. “Those are stories for the dead. You’re asking for trouble.”

“I’m willing to take the risk,” Ingrid replied, stepping into the yard as snow
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