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Chapter 1: The Night of the Regatta

	The fireworks painted the night sky in bursts of crimson and gold, their reflections shimmering on the calm waters of the harbour. Laughter and music filled the air as tourists and locals alike crowded the cobblestone streets, weaving between food stalls and performers. The annual regatta was the highlight of the summer, drawing hundreds to the sleepy village on the archipelago. Beneath the cheer, however, there was a simmering unease, as though the sea itself was holding its breath.

	Sofia Eriksson stumbled slightly as she stepped off the edge of the wooden pier. The night was warm, but she wrapped her shawl tightly around her shoulders, shielding herself from the chill creeping up from the water. Her cheeks flushed with a mixture of excitement and alcohol, she looked over her shoulder to see if anyone was following. The crowd had swallowed the faces she’d left behind at the party, and for a moment, relief washed over her.

	The lighthouse stood on the far end of the shoreline, a solitary silhouette against the horizon. Its beam cut through the darkness, slow and rhythmic, like the heartbeat of the island. Sofia hesitated, the distant hum of the festival fading into the background as the quiet of the sea pressed in around her. She had heard stories about the lighthouse, whispers of forbidden meetings and strange disappearances. But that was years ago, long before her time here. She shook her head. Folklore. Nothing more.

	A burst of laughter nearby startled her, and she glanced toward the beach. A group of teenagers was huddled around a bonfire, their faces flickering in the orange glow. One of them looked up, his eyes meeting hers briefly before returning to his friends. Sofia turned away, pulling her shawl tighter, and began walking toward the lighthouse.

	Her phone buzzed in her pocket, and she fished it out. The screen displayed a missed call - unknown number. She frowned, swiping it away. There was no time for distractions tonight. Her pace quickened, heels clicking against the stone pathway as the lighthouse loomed closer. The air seemed heavier here, the salt tang sharper. She couldn’t shake the feeling that she was being watched.

	“Leaving so soon?” The voice, low and almost playful, cut through the silence. Sofia spun around, her heart racing. A man stepped out from the shadows of the boathouse, his face obscured by the dim light. He was tall, dressed casually in a windbreaker and jeans, but there was something off about his stance. Relaxed, but too intentional. She didn’t recognize him.

	“Just taking a walk,” Sofia said, her voice steady despite the unease curling in her stomach. She took a step back, toward the lighthouse.

	“It’s late,” the man said, his tone light, but his eyes didn’t match. They were fixed on her, unblinking. “Dangerous to be out alone.”

	Sofia forced a laugh. “I’m fine, thanks. The festival’s just over there.” She gestured vaguely toward the distant glow of the village lights, hoping he would take the hint.

	The man smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “Be careful,” he said, his voice dropping. Then he turned and disappeared back into the shadows, leaving Sofia frozen in place. Her fingers tightened around her phone, and she briefly considered calling someone. But who? Everyone she knew was back at the party, lost in the noise and the drinks. She shook her head. She was letting her imagination get the better of her.

	The lighthouse was only a few steps away now. She climbed the narrow, uneven path, her breathing shallow as she glanced over her shoulder again. The man was gone. The beach below was empty, the bonfire reduced to embers. Even the teenagers had left.

	The door to the lighthouse creaked open under her touch. The smell of salt and rust greeted her as she stepped inside. Her footsteps echoed on the metal staircase as she ascended, the beam of light sweeping past the narrow windows. She reached the top and leaned against the railing, her gaze drifting out to the endless expanse of black water. It was eerily quiet up here, the festival a distant murmur.

	Her phone buzzed again, and this time, she answered. “Hello?”

	Silence.

	She pulled the phone away from her ear, frowning at the screen. The call had ended. A chill ran down her spine, and she pocketed the phone, deciding it was time to head back. As she turned, the hairs on the back of her neck prickled. She wasn’t alone.

	A shadow moved in the corner of her vision, and before she could react, a hand clamped over her mouth, dragging her back into the darkness.

	The morning sun rose slowly over the horizon, casting a golden hue on the tranquil waters of the harbor. The previous night’s festivities had left the cobblestone streets littered with paper lanterns and empty bottles, remnants of a celebration that now felt distant and hollow. For the locals, the regatta marked the peak of the summer season - a momentary burst of life before the village settled back into its usual quiet rhythm. But for Lars Nyström, the police chief, this morning carried an unfamiliar weight.

	The call had come just after dawn. Two fishermen, out early to retrieve their nets, had discovered something tangled among the rocks near the beach. Lars had been hoping for a quiet start to the day, maybe even a chance to sit on his porch with a cup of coffee and a cigarette. Instead, he now stood on the jagged shoreline, the waves lapping at his boots as his eyes fixed on the pale form half-submerged in the surf.

	“Female, early twenties,” one of the forensic techs said, jotting notes on a clipboard. “We’ll confirm, but it matches the description of the missing tourist.”

	Lars nodded, his jaw tightening. Sofia Eriksson. Her face was barely recognizable, bruised and swollen, her blonde hair plastered to her cheeks by the seawater. He crouched beside the body, the salty tang of the air mingling with the sharper, metallic scent of death. This wasn’t just an accident. He could see the marks on her neck, faint but unmistakable. Someone had killed her.

	“Any sign of her belongings?” Lars asked, straightening.

	“Not yet,” the tech replied. “The tide could have carried them off.”

	Lars scanned the area, his gaze moving from the waves to the shoreline. The lighthouse loomed in the distance, its silhouette stark against the brightening sky. He had heard the stories over the years - rumors of illicit meetings, strange sightings - but he had always dismissed them as superstition. Now, he wasn’t so sure.

	He pulled his phone from his pocket and dialed the station. “Sara, I need you to cordon off the area near the lighthouse. Get someone to check the security cameras in the harbor. If she was on the docks, I want to know who she was with.”

	“On it,” came the crisp reply.

	As he hung up, a voice called out from behind him. “Chief!”

	Lars turned to see Emma approaching, her boots crunching on the gravel. His daughter hadn’t been home more than a day, yet she had a knack for inserting herself into situations where she didn’t belong. She wore a leather jacket over a faded t-shirt, her dark hair pulled into a loose ponytail. The camera slung around her neck hinted at her intentions.

	“You shouldn’t be here, Emma,” Lars said, his tone gruff but not unkind. He stepped toward her, blocking her view of the body.”

	He knew the rules said to keep civilians out, but part of him couldn’t bring himself to send her away. She noticed things his officers missed, and deep down, he trusted her instincts more than he admitted.

	Emma crossed her arms, her sharp eyes narrowing. “I heard about the girl. You really think I’m going to sit back and do nothing?”

	“This isn’t a story for your blog,” Lars snapped. “It’s a police investigation.”

	Emma tilted her head, a small, defiant smile tugging at her lips. “I’m not here to write. I’m here to help. Unless you’ve forgotten, I used to work crime stories before you decided to play dad and push me toward fluff pieces.”

	Lars sighed, running a hand through his graying hair. He didn’t have the energy for this. Not today. “Just stay out of my way.”

	“Fine,” Emma said, brushing past him. “But if you’re not going to tell me what’s going on, I’ll find out myself.”

	She knelt by the water’s edge, her fingers trailing over the damp rocks. Lars watched her, torn between irritation and reluctant admiration. She had always been like this - relentless, unyielding. It was why she had been a damn good journalist before her career hit a wall. But it was also why she had a knack for getting herself into trouble.

	“Emma,” Lars said after a moment, his voice softer. “Be careful.”

	She glanced up at him, her expression unreadable. “I always am.”

	As the morning wore on, the village began to stir. Word of the discovery spread quickly, whispers rippling through the streets like a gathering storm. By the time Lars returned to the station, a small crowd had formed outside, their faces a mix of curiosity and unease. Among them was Klara Lund, the market vendor who always seemed to know more than she let on.

	Klara caught his eye and beckoned him over. “Chief, I need a word.”

	Lars hesitated, then stepped toward her. Klara had lived on the island her whole life and had a reputation for sticking her nose where it didn’t belong. But she also had an uncanny ability to notice things others missed.

	“What is it, Klara?” he asked, keeping his tone neutral.

	“I saw that girl last night,” she said, her voice low. “The tourist. She was arguing with someone near the harbor.”

	Lars frowned. “Who?”

	Klara shook her head. “I couldn’t see clearly. But it wasn’t one of ours. Didn’t recognize him.”

	“Why didn’t you say something sooner?”

	“I thought it was just a lovers’ spat,” Klara said, her eyes darting nervously. “But now...”

	Lars felt a chill creep over him, despite the warmth of the sun. “If you remember anything else, you come straight to me. Understood?”

	Klara nodded, clutching her shawl tightly. Lars turned back toward the station, his mind racing. If Klara was telling the truth, Sofia’s death wasn’t random. Someone on the island knew more than they were saying, and Lars was determined to find out who.

	By midday, the island buzzed with unease. Shops opened reluctantly, their owners exchanging murmurs about the events of the morning. The once-lively streets seemed subdued, the usual hum of summer dulled by the shadow of tragedy. Emma could feel the tension like static in the air as she walked toward the café near the harbor, her camera swinging lightly against her hip. She wasn’t sure what she was looking for - answers, maybe, or at least something to make sense of the gnawing feeling in her gut.

	The café was nearly empty, save for a few locals nursing their coffees and pretending not to notice her. Behind the counter, a young man - Anton, if she remembered correctly - was wiping down a table. He glanced up as she entered, his boyish face tight with a mixture of curiosity and wariness.

	“Coffee?” he asked, his voice cautious.

	Emma nodded, pulling out a chair by the window. “Black, thanks.”

	As Anton prepared her drink, Emma scanned the harbor through the glass. Fishing boats bobbed gently in the water, and a handful of tourists wandered along the docks, oblivious to the undercurrent of fear gripping the locals. Her eyes lingered on the lighthouse, its stark silhouette a constant reminder of Sofia’s last known steps.

	When Anton brought her coffee, she leaned back in her chair, fixing him with a thoughtful look. “You were here last night, right? During the regatta?”

	Anton hesitated, his hand lingering on the edge of the table. “Yeah, like everyone else.”

	“Did you see Sofia Eriksson?”

	His eyes darted toward the door, then back to her. “I might have.”

	Emma arched an eyebrow. “Might have?”

	He sighed, lowering his voice. “She was with some guy. Tall, dark jacket. They were arguing near the pier.”

	“Did you hear what it was about?”

	“No.” Anton shook his head, glancing around nervously. “Look, I didn’t stick around, okay? It’s not my business.”

	“It is now,” Emma said, her voice firm. “If you saw something, you need to tell the police.”

	Anton crossed his arms, his posture stiffening. “I told you, I don’t know anything. People argue all the time around here.”

	Emma studied him for a moment, then reached into her bag and pulled out a notebook. She jotted down his name and the time. “If you remember anything else, let me know. Better yet, call my father.”

	Anton muttered something under his breath and retreated to the counter, clearly eager to put distance between them. Emma sipped her coffee, her mind racing. Sofia’s death was starting to feel less like an isolated incident and more like the unraveling of something bigger.

	As she stepped out of the café, the sun glaring off the water, Emma nearly collided with a familiar figure. Johan Eliasson, the owner of the island’s oldest guesthouse, was striding down the street, his face set in a grim mask. He barely glanced at her as he passed, but Emma couldn’t shake the feeling that his hurried pace had more to do with avoiding her than reaching his destination.

	“Johan!” she called after him, her voice cutting through the heavy air.

	He stopped but didn’t turn around. “Busy, Emma,” he said, his voice clipped.

	“Just a quick question,” she pressed, catching up to him. “Did Sofia Eriksson stay at your place?”

	Johan finally faced her, his expression tight with irritation. “Yes, she did. But I didn’t see her after she left for the regatta.”

	“And before that? Did she mention anything unusual? Did she seem worried about someone?”

	Johan’s jaw tightened. “She didn’t say much to me at all. Just a tourist passing through. If you’ve got more questions, take them to the police.”

	Emma nodded, her gaze lingering on him as he walked away. She couldn’t be sure, but something about his tone felt off - too dismissive, too rehearsed. She made a mental note to dig into his guest registry later. Johan was a private man, but she’d heard enough whispers over the years to know his past wasn’t as spotless as he liked to pretend.

	The rest of the afternoon was a blur of dead ends. Emma retraced Sofia’s steps through the village, stopping at the market and the small art gallery where she’d been spotted earlier in the week. No one seemed eager to talk, and those who did offered little more than vague recollections and polite shrugs. By the time she returned to her father’s house, the sun was dipping low in the sky, casting long shadows across the porch.

	Lars was seated in his usual spot, a mug of coffee in one hand and a cigarette in the other. He looked up as Emma approached, his expression unreadable.

	“Anything?” he asked, though he didn’t sound hopeful.

	“Not much,” Emma admitted, sinking into the chair across from him. “A couple of people saw her arguing with someone near the harbor. Tall guy, dark jacket. Ring any bells?”

	Lars exhaled a stream of smoke, his gaze fixed on the horizon. “Could be anyone.”

	“That’s helpful,” Emma said dryly. She hesitated, then added, “What about Johan Eliasson? He seems… cagey.”

	Lars’s lips tightened around his cigarette. “Johan’s always cagey. Doesn’t make him a killer.”

	“No, but it makes him worth looking into.”

	Lars didn’t respond immediately, his eyes narrowing as he took another drag. Finally, he said, “Stay out of it, Emma. I mean it.”

	Emma bristled. “If you don’t want my help, fine. But don’t expect me to sit around and do nothing while someone’s out there getting away with murder.”

	Lars’s silence was answer enough. He watched her for a long moment, then stubbed out his cigarette and stood. “Dinner’s at seven,” he said, heading inside.

	Emma stayed on the porch, the ocean breeze tugging at her hair as she stared out at the lighthouse. The day had yielded more questions than answers, but one thing was certain - whatever secrets the island was hiding, she wasn’t going to stop until she uncovered them.

	The island’s golden hour painted the sky in hues of lavender and burnt orange, a deceptive beauty that masked the undercurrents of unease rippling through its small community. Emma paced the length of her father’s porch, the wooden boards creaking softly beneath her boots. Her notebook lay open on the small table beside the chair, filled with hastily scrawled observations from her afternoon of fruitless questioning. The pieces of the puzzle were there - she could feel it - but they refused to fit together.

	The front door creaked open, and Lars stepped outside, his jacket slung over one shoulder. He paused, his eyes flicking from the notebook to Emma’s furrowed brow.

	“Still at it?” he asked, a hint of exasperation in his voice.

	Emma didn’t look up. “You expected me to stop?”

	Lars sighed, rubbing the back of his neck. “You’ve got your mother’s stubborn streak, that’s for sure.”

	At the mention of her mother, Emma’s pen stilled. It wasn’t often that Lars brought her up, and when he did, it was usually in passing. She let the moment hang in the air, unwilling to give him the satisfaction of a response.

	“Look,” Lars continued, his tone softening, “I know you’re trying to help. But this isn’t some story you can dig your way into. It’s real, and people are scared. You should be careful.”

	Emma finally met his gaze, her eyes sharp and unwavering. “Careful isn’t going to find out who killed Sofia.”

	Lars opened his mouth to argue but thought better of it. With a shake of his head, he turned and walked down the porch steps, the gravel crunching beneath his boots as he headed toward his car. Emma watched him go, a knot of frustration tightening in her chest. Her father’s protectiveness was infuriating, but it also fueled her determination.

	The distant wail of a seagull broke the silence, drawing Emma’s attention back to the notebook. She flipped through her notes, her mind circling back to Johan Eliasson. There was something about him - his abruptness, his unwillingness to engage - that gnawed at her. If he wasn’t hiding something, he was doing a damn good impression of it.

	Emma grabbed her phone and pulled up the number for the guesthouse. It rang twice before a woman’s voice answered, her tone polite but brisk.

	“Eliasson Guesthouse.”

	“Hi,” Emma said, forcing a casual note into her voice. “This is Emma Sandberg. I’m working on an article about the regatta and the impact it has on local businesses. Would you mind answering a few quick questions?”

	There was a pause, then the woman replied, “I suppose I can spare a few minutes. What do you need to know?”

	Emma smiled to herself. The direct approach wasn’t always the best, but it often yielded surprising results. “I understand Sofia Eriksson was staying with you. How long was she here?”

	“A few days,” the woman said. “She arrived midweek, said she was here to meet friends and enjoy the festival.”

	“Did she mention who she was meeting?”

	“No. She mostly kept to herself, except when she asked about the best places to eat.”

	Emma jotted this down, her mind racing. “Did she seem worried? Nervous?”

	“Not particularly. Though now that you mention it, she did have a couple of visitors.”

	Emma’s pen froze. “Visitors?”

	“Yes, a man came by one evening. Tall, dark jacket. I didn’t think much of it at the time.”

	Emma’s pulse quickened. “Do you know his name? Did he leave any contact information?”

	“I’m afraid not. He wasn’t here long. They talked in the lobby for a bit, then she went out with him.”

	“Did she come back?”

	The woman hesitated. “No, not that night. The next morning, she told me she’d spent the evening with some friends.”

	Emma thanked her and hung up, her thoughts swirling. The man in the dark jacket again. Whoever he was, he seemed to be at the center of this. She pulled up her notes, cross-referencing the timeline. If Sofia had lied about where she’d been, it meant she had a reason to hide the truth. And that reason might have gotten her killed.

	The shrill ring of her phone jolted her from her thoughts. She glanced at the screen, frowning at the unfamiliar number. After a brief hesitation, she answered.

	“Emma Sandberg.”

	There was a pause, then a voice, low and gravelly, spoke. “You’re asking the wrong questions.”

	Emma stiffened. “Who is this?”

	“Stay out of it, or you’ll end up like her.”

	Emma stared at the screen. Another blocked number - burner phones, probably. Even if she traced it, it would lead nowhere.

	The line went dead before she could respond. She stared at the phone, her heart pounding. Someone was watching her. Someone who didn’t want her to uncover the truth.

	Emma stood, the chair scraping against the porch as she pushed it back. She grabbed her notebook and camera, her movements deliberate and precise. The lighthouse’s silhouette loomed in her mind, an unyielding beacon drawing her back to the place where it all began. If she was going to find answers, she’d have to start there.

	The sun had nearly set by the time she reached the lighthouse, its beam cutting through the gathering dusk. The path was deserted, the festival lights from the village a faint glow in the distance. Emma hesitated at the base of the stairs, the metal door ajar, its rusted hinges creaking in the wind.

	She stepped inside, the air damp and heavy with the smell of salt and decay. Her footsteps echoed as she ascended, each step bringing her closer to the top. The platform was as she’d left it earlier - empty, save for the railing and the beam’s mechanical hum. But something was different. A faint metallic glint caught her eye near the edge.

	Emma crouched, her fingers brushing against the cold surface of a small, battered charm bracelet. At first she wasn’t sure what it was—she’d already combed the area twice without luck—but the glint of silver caught her eye in the shifting beam. Her breath hitched as she recognized the delicate beads. Sofia had been wearing it in the photo Lars had shown her earlier.

	A sound behind her - a soft shuffle, barely audible - sent a spike of adrenaline coursing through her veins. She spun around, her hand instinctively reaching for the pocketknife she always carried. The lighthouse was empty, the shadows stretching long and silent. But Emma knew better. She wasn’t alone.

	Emma’s pulse raced, her grip tightening around the pocketknife as she scanned the dim interior of the lighthouse. The shadows, shifting in the rhythmic sweep of the beam, seemed to dance with malice. The silence pressed against her ears, broken only by the low creak of the lighthouse’s mechanisms. She took a cautious step forward, her boots clicking against the metal floor.

	“Who’s there?” Her voice was steady, but her heart pounded like a drumbeat. The echo swallowed her words, bouncing off the cold, curved walls.

	No reply.

	The faint sound of the waves crashing against the rocks below seemed impossibly far away. Emma strained her ears, every muscle in her body tensed. Her gaze darted to the stairwell. Had she left the door open? She couldn’t remember. A faint scuff - barely audible - came from behind her. Emma spun, her breath catching in her throat.

	The platform was empty.

	Her fingers brushed the charm bracelet in her pocket, the smooth silver beads a grounding presence. This was Sofia’s. She was sure of it. But how had it ended up here? Her instincts screamed at her to leave, to head back to the village and tell her father. But she stayed rooted to the spot, a mixture of fear and determination holding her in place.

	A new sound reached her - soft, almost imperceptible. Breathing. It was faint, coming from below, near the stairwell. Emma’s throat went dry. She edged closer to the railing, peering down into the spiraling darkness. The lighthouse’s beam passed over the walls, momentarily illuminating the stairwell. Nothing moved. Yet the sensation of being watched was overwhelming.

	With a deep breath, she called out again, louder this time. “I know you’re here. Show yourself.”

	The breathing stopped.

	The silence was louder than anything she’d ever heard, an oppressive weight pressing against her chest. She took another step forward, the beam of the lighthouse casting her shadow against the far wall. Then, from the corner of her eye, she caught the flicker of movement - just the edge of a figure retreating down the stairs.

	Emma’s instincts kicked in. Without thinking, she bolted after them, her boots clanging against the metal steps. The air grew colder as she descended, the salty dampness clinging to her skin. The figure ahead was quick, their movements a blur in the dim light. They reached the bottom of the stairs, shoving the metal door open with a loud crash.

	Emma burst out into the open air moments later, the wind slapping her face as she scanned the rocky shoreline. The beam of the lighthouse swept over the water, casting long, jagged shadows across the terrain. But the figure was gone. The path was empty, the rocks and cliffs silent.

	Her breathing came in ragged gasps as she clutched the railing for support. The distant lights of the village twinkled innocently, as if oblivious to the terror gripping her. She crouched down, running a hand through her hair, her mind racing. Whoever it was, they’d wanted her to know they were there. But why? What were they hiding?

	The faint crunch of gravel behind her sent her spinning around, the knife back in her hand before she could think. Her father’s voice cut through the tension.

	“Emma! What the hell are you doing out here?”

	Lars stood at the base of the lighthouse, his flashlight casting a harsh beam that sliced through the darkness. His face was a mixture of anger and concern as he approached, his boots crunching against the uneven path.

	Emma lowered the knife, relief flooding through her. “I found something,” she said, her voice shaky. She pulled the charm bracelet from her pocket, holding it up for him to see.

	Lars frowned, stepping closer. “Where did you get that?”

	“Up there,” Emma said, gesturing toward the lighthouse. “It’s Sofia’s. I’m sure of it.”

	Lars took the bracelet, turning it over in his hand. The light from his flashlight glinted off the silver beads. His expression darkened. “You shouldn’t be here,” he said, his tone sharp. “This isn’t your job, Emma.”

	Emma bristled. “And whose job is it, exactly? You’re just going to let whoever did this keep running free?”

	“I’m doing my job,” Lars snapped. “And you’re making it harder. You need to let me handle this.”

	She shook her head, frustration bubbling over. “Whoever was in there - ” She broke off, her words faltering as she glanced back at the lighthouse. “They were here, Dad. I saw them. They ran down the stairs and disappeared.”

	Lars’s eyes narrowed. He shone his flashlight toward the base of the lighthouse, sweeping the beam over the rocks and the shoreline. “There’s no one here now,” he said, his voice measured. “Come on. We’re going back.”

	“But - ”

	“Now, Emma.”

	The steel in his voice left no room for argument. Emma followed him reluctantly, casting one last glance at the lighthouse as they walked away. Her mind churned with questions, but one thing was clear - whoever had been inside didn’t want her digging any deeper. And they were willing to scare her off to make sure she didn’t.

	As they reached the car, Lars turned to her, his expression grim. “Stay out of this,” he said. “I mean it. Whoever we’re dealing with isn’t playing games.”

	Emma met his gaze, the defiance in her eyes unmistakable. “Neither am I.”

	 


Chapter 2: Ripples of Suspicion

	By dawn, the storm clouds that had gathered overnight began to lift, revealing the calm surface of the harbor once more.

	The village awoke to another day bathed in deceptive summer light, the morning haze clinging to the harbor before lifting to reveal a crisp blue sky. But the idyllic scene could not mask the tension seeping into every corner of the island. Whispers passed from café tables to market stalls, each rumor more sinister than the last. Everyone had an opinion about Sofia Eriksson’s death - what had happened, why, and, most chillingly, who might be responsible.

	Emma sat at the kitchen table in her father’s house, nursing a lukewarm cup of coffee. The events of the previous night played on a loop in her mind: the bracelet, the shadowy figure, and Lars’s refusal to acknowledge the obvious. Her notebook lay open in front of her, the pages filled with fragmented notes and half-formed ideas. She was no closer to the truth, but the puzzle pieces were there. She just needed to figure out how they fit.

	The creak of the front door pulled her from her thoughts. Lars entered, his uniform slightly rumpled, his expression as stormy as the clouds brewing on the horizon.

	“Morning,” Emma said, keeping her tone neutral. She wasn’t in the mood for another argument.

	Lars grunted in response, pouring himself a cup of coffee and leaning against the counter. “I’ve got a meeting with the mayor this morning,” he said. “We’re bringing in extra officers from the mainland. This case is bigger than what we’re equipped to handle.”

	Emma raised an eyebrow. “Finally admitting you need help?”

	He shot her a look but didn’t take the bait. “This isn’t a game, Emma. The more people get involved, the more dangerous it becomes. Whoever killed that girl doesn’t want us finding out who they are.”

	Emma leaned back in her chair, crossing her arms. “And you think ignoring the lighthouse and the bracelet is going to help?”

	Lars sighed, rubbing a hand over his face. “We’re not ignoring it. Forensics is combing the lighthouse as we speak. But I don’t want you anywhere near it.”

	Emma smirked. “Well, that’s not going to happen.”

	Before Lars could respond, the phone on the wall rang, its sharp tone cutting through the room. He crossed the kitchen and picked up, his brow furrowing as he listened. “Yes… I see… Okay, I’ll be there.”

	He hung up and grabbed his jacket. “Another body was found.”

	Emma’s blood ran cold. “Where?”

	“Near the old boathouse,” he said, already heading for the door. “Stay here.”

	“Not a chance,” Emma said, grabbing her notebook and following him out. Lars didn’t bother arguing this time. He knew better.

	The boathouse was on the outskirts of the village, a weathered structure that had been abandoned for years. It sat at the edge of the forest, its roof sagging under the weight of time. A small crowd had already gathered, their murmurs silencing as Lars and Emma approached. The smell hit them first - salt, decay, and something metallic that made Emma’s stomach churn.

	A young officer stood by the yellow tape, his face pale. He nodded at Lars and gestured toward the boathouse. “In there.”

	Lars ducked under the tape, motioning for Emma to stay put. She didn’t.

	Inside, the air was stifling. The faint light streaming through the warped wood slats barely illuminated the space. Emma’s eyes adjusted slowly, and then she saw it - the body sprawled across the floor, face down, arms splayed unnaturally. Blood pooled beneath the head, soaking into the rotting floorboards.

	Emma swallowed hard, forcing herself to look closer. The victim was a man, dressed in jeans and a dark jacket. Her breath caught as recognition dawned. It was the man Anton and Klara had described - the one arguing with Sofia.

	Lars crouched by the body, his expression grim. “Gunshot wound to the back of the head. Execution style.”

	Emma’s mind raced. “Who is he?”

	“We don’t know yet,” Lars said, his tone clipped. He glanced at the officer standing by the door. “Get this area secured. I want ID on him as soon as possible.”

	The officer nodded, retreating quickly. Emma stepped closer, her gaze fixed on the man’s jacket. Something about it tugged at her memory, but she couldn’t quite place it.

	“You shouldn’t be here,” Lars said, standing. “Go back outside.”

	Emma ignored him, her eyes scanning the floor. She crouched down, careful not to disturb the scene. There, near the edge of the pool of blood, was a single silver key. She reached for it instinctively, but Lars’s hand shot out, stopping her.

	“Don’t touch anything,” he snapped.

	“I wasn’t going to,” she lied, standing up. “But that key - it’s important.”

	Lars glared at her but didn’t respond. He motioned for the forensic team to take over, ushering Emma outside before she could argue further. The crowd had grown, their murmurs rising as news of the discovery spread. Emma caught snippets of conversation - words like “connected,” “dangerous,” and “murderer” weaving through the air like smoke.

	Klara Lund stood near the back of the crowd, her arms folded tightly across her chest. Her sharp eyes met Emma’s, and she gave a barely perceptible nod. Emma took it as an invitation.

	“Klara,” she said, pulling her aside. “Do you recognize him?”

	Klara hesitated, her gaze shifting toward the boathouse. “I might have seen him before,” she said quietly. “A few times, walking around the harbor. But he didn’t stay at the inn, and he wasn’t one of the regulars.”

	“Did he ever talk to Sofia?”

	Klara’s lips pressed into a thin line. “I’m not sure. But if he was arguing with her, like you said, then maybe she knew something she shouldn’t have.”

	Emma frowned. “What do you mean?”

	Klara glanced around, lowering her voice further. “This island has secrets, Emma. It always has. And sometimes people who dig too deep… well, they don’t last long.”

	The crowd’s murmurs seemed to grow louder as Emma stepped away from Klara. The weight of her cryptic warning pressed on her mind, like a stone sinking slowly into deep water. Secrets. Emma knew the island had its share - every village did - but this felt different. Bigger. The kind of secrets people were willing to kill to protect.

	Lars emerged from the boathouse, his face a study in controlled tension. His gaze swept over the gathered villagers, silencing their whispers with a single look. “Go home,” he said firmly, his voice carrying over the wind. “There’s nothing to see here.”

	The crowd hesitated, reluctant to leave without answers. But Lars’s authority was hard to defy, and one by one, they began to disperse. Emma caught sight of Johan Eliasson lingering at the edge of the group. His expression was unreadable, but his body language was tense, his arms crossed tightly over his chest. He avoided her gaze as he turned and walked away.

	“Emma,” Lars barked, breaking her focus. “A word.”

	She followed him to the edge of the tape, where the forensic team was beginning their work. The officer from earlier was snapping photos, his hands trembling slightly as he tried to steady the camera. Lars pulled Emma aside, his voice low.

	“You need to stop inserting yourself into this investigation,” he said, his tone sharp but quiet. “It’s dangerous.”

	Emma crossed her arms, meeting his glare with one of her own. “And what do you expect me to do? Sit at home while you sweep this under the rug?”

	“No one is sweeping anything under the rug,” Lars said through gritted teeth. “But whoever killed that man - and Sofia - isn’t going to hesitate if they think you’re getting too close.”

	Emma’s jaw tightened. “Then maybe you should focus on finding them instead of wasting time trying to keep me out of it.”

	Lars sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose. He looked exhausted, the lines on his face deeper than she remembered. “I don’t have time for this,” he muttered, turning away.

	Emma watched him go, her frustration simmering just beneath the surface. She knew her father well enough to see through his tough exterior. He was scared. And that scared her more than she was willing to admit.

	She glanced back at the boathouse, the dark shape of the building looming against the horizon. The image of the man’s lifeless body was burned into her mind, the blood pooling beneath him stark against the faded wood. He wasn’t just a victim - he was a clue. And whatever secrets he’d taken to his grave, Emma was determined to uncover them.

	Her phone buzzed in her pocket, jolting her from her thoughts. She pulled it out and frowned at the screen. Another unknown number. She hesitated, then answered.

	“Hello?”

	A familiar voice came through the line, low and smooth. “You don’t give up easily, do you?”

	Emma’s stomach flipped, her grip tightening on the phone. “Who is this?”

	“Does it matter?” The voice was calm, almost amused. “I warned you to leave this alone.”

	Emma’s pulse quickened. “And I told you I’m not afraid of you.”

	The voice chuckled softly. “Brave words. But bravery won’t save you.”

	The line went dead before she could respond. Emma stared at the phone, her heart racing. She glanced around, scanning the faces of the few remaining villagers. None of them looked suspicious, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that someone was watching her.

	“Everything okay?” Klara’s voice pulled her back to the present. The older woman stood a few feet away, her expression cautious but concerned.

	Emma slipped the phone back into her pocket. “Just another prank call,” she said, forcing a tight smile.

	Klara didn’t look convinced, but she didn’t press the issue. Instead, she gestured toward the boathouse. “What are they saying about him? The man they found?”

	Emma shook her head. “Not much. But whoever he was, I think he was connected to Sofia.”

	Klara nodded slowly, her gaze distant. “If you’re right, then things are worse than I thought.”

	“What do you
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