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The rhythmic, heavy bass vibrating from the concealed speakers of the exclusive Oslo rooftop lounge was designed to be felt directly in the chest, mimicking a second, entirely artificial heartbeat. The room was bathed in dim, strategic lighting, casting long, sharp shadows over the highly polished geometric furniture and the carefully curated crowd of young, ambitious professionals. It was an environment strictly engineered for high-stakes networking and shallow, fleeting conquests.

Elin stood near the edge of the sleek, curved marble bar, her fingers lightly tracing the condensation on her tall crystal glass. She wore a stunning, backless emerald silk dress that draped perfectly over her frame, a piece of highly expensive armor specifically chosen to project absolute, untouchable confidence. She was entirely in her element, the undisputed reigning champion of this specific, exhausting game.

"The merger is completely locked down," the man standing next to her boasted, leaning in entirely too close. His name was Julian, or perhaps Julius. Elin had already forgotten, completely filing his identity under the broad, generic category of 'temporary distractions.' He wore a bespoke Italian suit, an ostentatious silver watch, and a cologne that smelled sharply of expensive ambition and deep, unacknowledged insecurity.

"It takes a massive amount of strategic foresight to pull off an acquisition of that scale," Julian continued, his eyes dropping briefly to the neckline of her dress before snapping back up to her face, seeking her immediate validation. "Most of the senior partners completely doubted my timeline. But I forced their hand."

Elin offered him a slow, highly practiced smile. It was a completely flawless expression, carefully calibrated to look genuinely impressed while requiring absolutely zero emotional investment on her part. She tilted her chin slightly, maintaining perfect eye contact.

"You must be incredibly proud," she murmured, her voice smooth, low, and entirely devoid of genuine warmth. "It sounds like you completely outmaneuvered everyone in the room."

Julian puffed his chest out slightly, completely swallowing the manufactured compliment. "I always play to win, Elin. In the boardroom, and everywhere else." He lowered his voice, adopting a tone he clearly believed was intensely seductive. "I booked a private table at a lounge down by the waterfront. We should leave this crowd behind."

Elin took a slow, deliberate sip of her gin. The ice clicked sharply against the thin crystal. She looked at Julian, completely cataloging his predictable tactics. He was handsome, wealthy, and entirely hollow. He did not want to know her thoughts, her fears, or the heavy, creeping exhaustion that currently settled deep in her bones. He merely wanted to conquer her, to add her to his list of highly successful acquisitions for the evening.

For the past five years, she had willingly participated in this exact transaction. She used these men to fill her evenings, to keep the deafening silence of her own company at a manageable distance. She manipulated their egos, enjoyed the expensive dinners, and discarded them the exact moment they became tedious or demanded any real, solid commitment. She was a playgirl, entirely ruthless with her own time and completely careless with the hearts of others.

"A private table sounds incredibly tempting," Elin replied smoothly, stepping back just a fraction of an inch to reestablish her absolute control over the physical space. "But I have an incredibly early flight to catch tomorrow morning. A mandatory corporate retreat. I am afraid I have to cut my evening entirely short."

Julian’s confident smile faltered slightly, visibly irritated by the unexpected rejection. "A flight? You cannot spare one single hour? I promise it will be entirely worth your time."

"I never doubt a man’s confidence," Elin said, setting her half-empty glass down on the cold marble. She picked up her small designer clutch. "Enjoy your victory, Julian. Goodnight."

She did not wait for his response. She turned smoothly and walked toward the heavy glass exit doors, her stilettos clicking a sharp, highly decisive rhythm against the polished floor. She could feel the lingering, frustrated stares of several men in the room tracking her departure, but she kept her gaze completely forward. The validation of their attention used to send a thrilling, electric spike of adrenaline through her veins. Tonight, it simply felt like a thick, heavy layer of dust settling completely over her skin.

The late-night air outside the lounge was incredibly crisp, carrying the faint, metallic scent of the urban city center. Elin stepped into the back of a waiting black town car, giving the silent driver her address. As the sleek vehicle merged into the flowing traffic, she leaned her head back against the cool leather seat and closed her eyes.

Her phone vibrated sharply in her clutch. She opened it to find three new messages. One was from a lawyer she had casually dated two weeks ago, asking if she was awake. Another was from a marketing director she had completely ignored since Tuesday. The third was a persistent follow-up from Julian, attempting to secure a date for when she returned to the city.

She stared at the glowing screen, a profound, crushing wave of absolute exhaustion washing entirely over her. She was surrounded by constant noise, constant demands for her attention, constant digital connections, yet she was entirely, profoundly isolated. She was a brilliant, shining star completely surrounded by a vast, freezing, empty expanse of nothingness. With a slow, entirely numb swipe of her thumb, she cleared the notifications without answering a single one.

The town car glided to a smooth halt in front of her high-rise building. Elin walked through the pristine, brightly lit lobby, nodding politely to the night concierge who knew her name but completely nothing else about her.

She rode the silent elevator to the top floor and swiped her keycard. The heavy, reinforced door clicked open, granting her entry into her completely private domain.

Her apartment was a triumph of modern, minimalist design. It featured sweeping, floor-to-ceiling glass windows that offered a completely unobstructed, breathtaking view of the dark, glittering Oslo coastline. The floors were polished white concrete, the furniture consisted of sharp, highly structured angles in stark shades of black and chrome.

It was visually stunning, completely immaculate, and entirely dead.

Elin dropped her clutch onto the glass entry table. She unclasped the heavy emerald dress, letting the expensive silk pool completely on the cold floor. She walked barefoot across the silent apartment, feeling absolutely no warmth in the space. There were no comfortable, heavily worn blankets draped over the sofa. There were no framed photographs of family or genuine friends resting on the counters. The state-of-the-art kitchen gleamed brightly, the oven completely unused, the pristine counters never having witnessed the messy, fragrant process of actually preparing a shared meal.

She was a ghost completely haunting her own highly expensive life.

She walked into the expansive, brightly lit bathroom and stood completely still in front of the massive mirror. She stared at her own reflection. Her dark hair was perfectly styled, her makeup completely flawless, hiding any trace of the dark, exhausted circles beneath her eyes. She picked up a soft cotton pad, saturated it with harsh, cold makeup remover, and began to forcefully scrub the bright red color completely off her lips.

She wiped away the heavy eyeliner, the carefully applied foundation, completely dismantling the intricate, beautiful mask she wore to face her reality.

When her face was entirely scrubbed clean, raw and completely exposed, she looked at herself again. The woman staring back looked incredibly young, incredibly tired, and completely lost. She had spent five entire years building a highly sophisticated fortress of superficiality, terrified that if she ever stood completely still, someone might look closely enough to see the massive, echoing void inside her chest. She equated constant motion with safety. She equated temporary physical intimacy with control.

But the fortress was no longer protecting her; it was completely suffocating her.

She turned away from the mirror, entirely unable to hold her own gaze any longer. She walked into her large, strictly organized bedroom. Her matched set of sleek, black leather luggage sat completely open on the pristine white duvet, already meticulously packed for the upcoming trip.

Tomorrow morning, she would board a short flight to the coastal city of Bergen for a two-week mandatory corporate retreat with the firm’s senior management. She mentally reviewed her carefully packed armor: the sharp, tailored charcoal suits for the tedious daytime strategy meetings; the elegant, restrictive silk blouses for the networking lunches; the striking dresses meant for the loud, completely superficial evening galas.

She viewed the entire trip as merely another highly exhausting performance, a necessary chore required to maintain her aggressive upward trajectory on the corporate ladder. She fully expected to spend her highly restricted free time haunting the expensive hotel bars, ordering strong drinks, and finding a handsome, entirely disposable local man to keep her temporarily entertained before returning directly to her cold, glass box in the capital.

She walked over to the massive window, pressing her bare palm completely flat against the freezing glass. The city of Oslo sprawled out below her, a vast sea of artificial lights entirely failing to warm the cold, dark night. She looked toward the west, toward the rugged, unpredictable coastline where the deep fjords cut completely into the ancient stone.

She felt a strange, completely unexplainable ache in her chest. It was a deep, quiet yearning for something solid, something entirely real, something she could actually hold onto without it immediately slipping through her heavily manicured fingers. She pushed the feeling down forcefully, locking it away behind her carefully constructed, icy walls. She did not believe solid things actually existed. Everything was temporary. Everything was a transaction.

Elin turned away from the cold glass and crawled entirely under the heavy, sterile white sheets of her massive bed. She pulled the covers up, completely surrounded by the absolute, deafening silence of her perfect, empty life.

She closed her eyes, preparing for the strict, highly calculated routine of the following morning. She had absolutely no way of knowing that the heavy, torrential rain waiting for her on the ancient cobblestones of Bergen would completely wash away her carefully painted masks. She had no idea that a quiet, dusty woodworking shop smelling entirely of raw cedar and dark pine tar would completely dismantle her icy fortress. And she completely lacked the foresight to know that a rugged, blue-eyed man with sawdust in his hair and an immovable, loyal heart was standing patiently on the distant shore, entirely ready to hand her the heavy, solid anchor she had spent her entire life desperately needing to find.
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​Chapter 1: The Anchor in the Rain
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The rain in Bergen did not merely fall; it possessed the city. It was a constant, silver sheet that turned the ancient cobblestones slick and painted the colorful, leaning wooden facades of Bryggen in muted, glossy tones. Elin pulled her beige trench coat tighter around her waist, her dark hair plastered wetly to her cheeks, the cold seeping through the soles of her designer boots. Her phone vibrated in her pocket. A sharp, insistent buzz. Another message.

She pulled the device out, shielding the bright screen from the heavy downpour. It was a text from Lars, a handsome, superficial banker she had met three nights ago. Or was it four? She could barely keep track anymore. *Drinks tonight?* the screen read. Below it sat an unread message from Jonas, an architect with a charming smile and nothing of substance to say. For the past five years, Elin had treated romance like a revolving door. Men were temporary amusements, pleasant distractions meant to occupy a weekend or a fortnight, easily discarded the moment they asked for anything resembling commitment or emotional depth.

She was the architect of her own isolation, masking it with a confident smirk, impeccable style, and a long trail of broken hearts. Living in Oslo, she thrived in the fast lane, hopping from gallery openings to exclusive clubs, always the brightest flame in the room, but completely untouchable. Her apartment in the capital was a sterile, modern glass box overlooking the water. It was visually stunning, but completely
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