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Prologue
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The storm arrived before anyone believed the warnings.

By dusk, the North Sea had turned black, swallowing the last traces of daylight beneath walls of cloud that rolled over Norway's western coast like an invading army. The wind screamed across the fjords with such force that centuries-old pine trees bent toward the earth, their branches clawing at the darkness. Fishing boats that had survived generations of harsh winters hurried into harbor, their captains refusing to challenge what old sailors called the sea's bad memory.

The people of Hammersvik locked their doors early.

Streetlights flickered as rain hammered rooftops with relentless violence. Waves exploded against the cliffs, sending towers of white foam high into the air. The lighthouse beam swept across the chaos again and again, but it felt impossibly small against the endless darkness.

Inside the harbor master's office, seventy-two-year-old Erik Halvorsen poured himself another cup of bitter coffee. He had spent fifty years watching storms come and go. Some had destroyed boats. Others had claimed lives.

But this one felt different.

The sea sounded angry.

No...

It sounded as though it were trying to return something it had been forced to keep.

Around midnight, the electricity failed.

The village disappeared into darkness.

Only the lighthouse continued to cut through the rain, its lonely beam moving slowly across the furious water.

Then came the sound.

A deep, hollow crack.

Not thunder.

Wood.

Heavy wood striking stone.

Erik frowned.

Another crash followed.

Then another.

Grabbing his raincoat and flashlight, he stepped into the storm. The cold air stole his breath immediately. Rain lashed his face so hard it felt like needles.

The harbor was barely visible.

The beam of his flashlight danced wildly through sheets of rain until it settled on something impossible.

A coffin.

An old wooden coffin lay half-submerged on the beach, battered by the waves.

Then another.

And another.

The tide carried dozens of them toward shore.

Some rolled in the surf before settling in the sand. Others slammed into the rocks with sickening force.

Erik stood frozen.

His radio slipped from numb fingers.

"What...?" he whispered.

The storm answered with another wave.

One coffin drifted close enough for him to touch. Its iron nails were black with age, yet the wood looked strangely intact, as though it had been preserved in darkness far below the sea.

His trembling hands lifted the rusted latch.

For one impossible second, he wished he hadn't.

Inside lay the body of a young woman.

She looked almost peaceful.

Her pale hands were folded across her chest.

Her long blond hair framed a face untouched by time.

She could have been asleep.

Except for the dark bullet wound in the center of her forehead.

Erik stumbled backward, falling into the freezing surf.

His heart pounded violently.

He recognized her.

Not from life.

From posters.

Twenty-three years earlier, every newspaper in Norway had carried her smiling photograph.

MISSING.

ANNA LARSEN, AGE 19.

She had vanished without a trace after boarding a ferry home from university.

Police had searched for months.

Her parents had never stopped hoping.

Now she had come home.

The sea wasn't finished.

More coffins crashed onto the shoreline.

Inside each one rested another missing person.

Mothers.

Sons.

Fishermen.

Tourists.

Teenagers.

People whose faces had slowly disappeared from newspaper front pages but never from the hearts of the families who waited for answers.

One by one...

The sea returned them.

Police cars arrived before dawn.

Blue lights reflected across the rain-soaked harbor like fractured stars.

Officers moved silently between the coffins, speaking in whispers as forensic teams photographed every detail.

No one noticed the final coffin until the tide carried it gently against the old lighthouse steps.

It was identical to the others.

Weathered oak.

Iron hinges.

No markings.

When investigators forced it open...

It was empty.

No body.

Only a single white envelope resting inside.

On the front, written in elegant black ink, were six words.

For Detective Sigrid Nilsen Alone.

The envelope was sealed.

Dry.

Untouched by the storm.

Hours later, hundreds of kilometers away in Oslo, Detective Sigrid Nilsen was asleep in her apartment, unaware that the case about to land on her desk had been waiting for her long before she was born.

By sunrise, helicopters filled the skies over Norway's western coast.

News cameras lined the harbor.

Families who had spent decades living with unanswered questions began receiving phone calls they had both prayed for and dreaded.

Some collapsed.

Some cried.

Some simply stared into silence.

And somewhere beyond the horizon, hidden beneath the endless gray waters, a man watched the morning news on an old television.

He smiled.

"This is only the beginning," he said softly.

He switched off the television.

Outside, the tide continued to rise.

The sea still had secrets left to surrender.
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The alarm rang at 5:17 a.m.

Not 5:15. Not 5:30. Sigrid Nilsen had changed it years ago after reading somewhere that unusual alarm times made people less likely to hit snooze. She wasn't sure if the science behind it was real, but it had become one of those little habits that quietly settled into her life and refused to leave.

She reached across the bedside table without opening her eyes and silenced it.

The apartment was still dark.

For a few seconds, she simply lay there, listening.

The faint hum of traffic below. Rain tapping softly against the kitchen window. The old radiator clicking every now and then as if it had something important to say but kept changing its mind.

Oslo hadn't fully woken yet.

Neither had she.

She rubbed her eyes and sat on the edge of the bed, elbows resting on her knees. Mornings always felt heavier than they should. It wasn't exhaustion exactly. More like her mind needed a few quiet minutes before it agreed to face another day of looking at the worst things people could do to one another.

There were mornings when she wondered what kind of person voluntarily chose homicide investigations as a career.

Then she remembered the families.

The mothers who waited.

The fathers who refused to stop searching.

The children who deserved answers, even when the answers hurt.

That was usually enough.

She stood, stretched slowly, and walked barefoot into the kitchen.

The coffee machine sputtered to life.

Its familiar noise filled the apartment.

She leaned against the counter while it brewed, staring out at the gray morning sky. Rain blurred the buildings across the street until they looked like watercolor paintings.

Her apartment wasn't large. Just two rooms, shelves crowded with books, a handful of dying houseplants she kept promising to replace, and photographs she rarely looked at anymore.

One picture sat face down on the bookshelf.

She had never thrown it away.

She had simply stopped looking.

The coffee was strong enough to sting the back of her throat.

Perfect.

She carried the mug to the living room and opened the news on her tablet more out of habit than curiosity.

Politics.

Weather.

Traffic delays.

Nothing unusual.

She was halfway through the first sip when her phone vibrated across the table.

One vibration.

Then another.

Then a third.

Not good.

Only one person called like that.

Chief Inspector Henrik Aas.

She answered before the fourth vibration.

"What happened?"

There was no greeting.

"There are bodies."

She frowned.

"Where?"

"A fishing village outside Bergen."

"How many?"

A pause.

Long enough to matter.

"We're still counting."

Sigrid straightened instinctively.

"Mass casualty?"

"We don't know."

"Accident?"

"I wish."

His voice sounded different.

Henrik had spent thirty years investigating murders.

Very little surprised him anymore.

Today, he sounded tired.

Not physically.

Something else.

"I need you on the first flight."

"What am I walking into?"

Another pause.

Then...

"Wooden coffins."

She blinked.

"I'm sorry...what?"

"They've washed onto the shoreline overnight."

"Coffins?"

"Yes."

"Empty?"

"No."

Silence filled the apartment.

Sigrid looked toward the rain-streaked window.

"What kind of bodies?"

"The kind people have been looking for."

She didn't understand.

Henrik continued quietly.

"Every victim was reported missing years ago."

The coffee suddenly tasted bitter.

"How many years?"

"Some disappeared last year."

"Others..." His voice drifted for a moment.

"...over twenty years ago."

She didn't speak.

Her mind was already trying to make sense of something that made absolutely none.

Storm.

Sea.

Missing people.

Coffins.

It felt like someone had dumped pieces from different puzzles onto the same table.

"I'll text you the details," Henrik said.

"And Sigrid..."

"Yes?"

"There's something else."

She waited.

"They found an empty coffin."

"So?"

"There was a letter inside."

She frowned.

"Addressed to you."

For a second, she honestly thought she'd misheard him.

"To me?"

"Your full name."

"That's impossible."

"I know."

"Who wrote it?"

"We haven't opened it."

"You haven't?"

"No."

"Why not?"

"Because it says it's for Detective Sigrid Nilsen alone."

Neither of them spoke.

Outside, a bus rolled through the wet street below.

Somewhere upstairs, a neighbor dropped something heavy.

Ordinary sounds.

Ordinary life.

Yet suddenly everything felt slightly tilted.

Henrik finally broke the silence.

"Get to the airport."

The line went dead.

Sigrid remained standing in the middle of her apartment, phone still pressed against her ear.

A letter.

To her.

She had never worked a case on Norway's west coast.

She had never investigated maritime crime.

She had never even met most of the officers stationed around Bergen.

Who would know her name?

More importantly...

Why?

She forced herself into motion.

Training took over.

Suitcase.

Laptop.

Case notebook.

Extra clothes.

Service weapon.

Credentials.

Everything had its place.

Everything always did.

She locked the apartment behind her twenty minutes later.

The elevator was out of order.

Of course it was.

She laughed once under her breath.

Tiny things like broken elevators suddenly became absurd whenever life decided to throw something much bigger at you.

Outside, the rain had eased into a cold drizzle.

The taxi driver greeted her politely.

"Airport?"

She nodded.

"You've got it."

The city drifted past the windows.

Cyclists in bright rain jackets.

Parents walking sleepy children toward school.

A bakery opening its doors, warm yellow light spilling onto the pavement.

For everyone else, it was just another Wednesday.

She almost envied them.

Almost.

Halfway to the airport, Henrik's text message arrived.

It contained only three photographs.

The first showed dozens of wooden coffins scattered across a gray beach.

The second showed forensic investigators standing over body bags lined up beside the harbor.

The third...

She stared at it.

An old white envelope.

Perfectly dry.

Her name written in careful black handwriting.

Detective Sigrid Nilsen

Nothing else.

No address.

No stamp.

Just her name.

A strange chill crawled slowly across the back of her neck.

She enlarged the photograph.

Something about the handwriting tugged at her memory.

Not because she recognized it.

Because it felt...familiar.

Like hearing a song you hadn't listened to since childhood without remembering where you'd first heard it.

The feeling disappeared almost immediately.

Probably stress.

Probably nothing.

Anyway, that's what she told herself.

The taxi entered the airport drop-off lane.

People hurried beneath umbrellas.

Announcements echoed through the terminal.

Life moved exactly as it always had.

Sigrid stepped out, pulling her suitcase behind her.

As she reached the entrance, her phone buzzed again.

Another message.

Not from Henrik.

Unknown number.

No caller ID.

Only six words.

You're already too late, Sigrid.

She stopped walking.

The crowd flowed around her without noticing.

Her heartbeat slowed instead of speeding up.

That always happened.

Fear never made her panic.

It made her quieter.

More focused.

She looked around the terminal.

Business travelers.

Families.

Students.

An elderly couple arguing gently over boarding passes.

Anyone could have sent it.

Anyone could have been watching.

She typed a reply.

Who is this?

The message failed.

Number unavailable.

Gone.

She slipped the phone back into her pocket.

For the first time in years, a murder investigation wasn't waiting for her.

It was waiting for her specifically.

And somehow...

Deep down, in that place where instinct speaks before logic catches up...

She had the uncomfortable feeling that whoever had written that message wasn't bluffing.

They already knew exactly who she was.

The question that refused to leave her was much worse.

How long had they known?
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The flight from Oslo to Bergen lasted less than an hour.

It felt much longer.

Sigrid had taken that route dozens of times over the years, usually for meetings, court appearances, or the occasional joint investigation. Normally she'd spend the flight reading case notes or pretending to read while her mind wandered somewhere else. Today she barely touched the folder Henrik had emailed.

Instead, she kept looking out the window.

The clouds were thick, low enough to swallow the mountaintops. Every now and then the aircraft broke through a gap, revealing pieces of Norway below—dark fjords, tiny villages clinging to the coastline, forests that seemed endless. Beautiful. Wild. The sort of landscape that could make a person feel peaceful one minute and terribly small the next.

She loved this country.

She hated what people managed to do to each other inside it.

The flight attendant offered coffee.

She accepted it automatically.

It wasn't very good. Airport coffee never was. Still, the warmth helped.

Across the aisle, a little boy pressed his face against the window.

"Look, Mom! The mountains!"

His excitement made her smile without thinking.

His mother laughed softly.

"I see them."

For a brief second, Sigrid wondered if the families of the people in those coffins had ever flown this route searching for answers. Had they looked down at these same mountains twenty years ago, convinced their daughter or husband or brother was still alive somewhere?

Hope could be strangely stubborn.

Sometimes it survived long after reason gave up.

The thought stayed with her until the plane landed.

Rain greeted them the moment the cabin doors opened.

Not heavy rain anymore. Just that steady western Norwegian drizzle that seemed less like weather and more like part of the landscape.

Henrik had arranged for an unmarked police vehicle.

A tall officer leaned against it outside the terminal, hands buried deep in his jacket pockets. He looked to be in his early forties, broad shoulders, tired eyes, the kind of face that had forgotten how to relax.

"Detective Nilsen?"

She nodded.

"Ole Vik."

They shook hands.

His grip was firm.

Not trying to prove anything.

Just solid.

"I'm sorry we're meeting under these circumstances."

"So am I."

He picked up her suitcase before she could protest.

"The drive's about forty minutes."

Neither of them spoke much during the first part of the journey.

The windshield wipers worked constantly.

Villages slipped by.

Fishing boats rocked gently in small harbors.

Gulls circled above the gray water.

Everything looked ordinary.

That was always the unsettling part.

Even after unimaginable things happened, the world kept moving as though nothing had changed.

Ole finally broke the silence.

"I've worked this coast for seventeen years."

She looked at him.

"I've never seen anything remotely close to this."

"You were first on scene?"

"I arrived twenty minutes after the harbor master called."

"And?"

He exhaled slowly.

"I thought people were exaggerating."

His eyes stayed on the road.

"They weren't."

He hesitated.

"I've seen mass shootings. House fires. Ferry accidents."

Another pause.

"But rows of coffins..."

He shook his head.

"No training prepares you for that."

Sigrid understood exactly what he meant.

People outside police work often imagined detectives becoming numb.

It wasn't true.

You learned control.

You learned routine.

You learned how to function while looking at terrible things.

But you never really got used to them.

If you did...

Something important inside you had probably disappeared.

The road narrowed as they approached the coast.

The sea appeared between rocky cliffs.

It looked calmer than it had in the photographs, though long swells still rolled beneath the cloudy sky.

Ole slowed the vehicle.

"There."

Sigrid followed his gaze.

The harbor.

Even from a distance she could see blue police tape fluttering in the wind.

News vans.

Forensic tents.

Uniformed officers moving quietly between them.

The place felt strangely muted.

Almost respectful.

As though everyone instinctively understood they were standing in a graveyard.

The smell reached her before they stepped out of the vehicle.

Salt.

Wet wood.

Seaweed.

Diesel fuel.

And underneath it all...

The unmistakable scent of death.

Not overwhelming.

Just enough.

Enough to remind everyone why they were there.

A young forensic technician approached immediately.

"They're waiting for you."

Sigrid thanked him and walked toward the shoreline.

Then she saw them.

The coffins.

Photographs hadn't prepared her.

Not even close.

They stretched along the beach in uneven rows, each one weathered by years of seawater. Some had splintered when they struck the rocks. Others remained almost perfectly intact.

Someone had built them with extraordinary care.

That thought bothered her more than she expected.

Whoever had done this hadn't been in a hurry.

Every nail.

Every hinge.

Every piece of wood.

Deliberate.

Human hands had touched every single coffin.

She stopped beside the first one.

Inside lay a man in his fifties.

His clothes were clean.

Too clean.

His hands rested neatly across his chest.

Almost peaceful.

Except for the deep purple bruising around his neck.

He hadn't drowned.

Someone had strangled him.

A second coffin.

Young woman.

Gunshot wound.

A third.

Teenage boy.

Hands bound.

Sigrid swallowed hard.

Different ages.

Different decades.

Different causes of death.

One thing connected them.

Every one of them had vanished without explanation.

Until now.

Ole spoke quietly.

"We've identified twenty-seven so far."

"Twenty-seven..."

He nodded.

"Families are already arriving."

She turned.

Near the edge of the police perimeter, several people stood together beneath umbrellas.

Some cried openly.

Others simply stared.

One elderly woman reached trembling fingers toward a coffin before an officer gently stopped her.

She didn't argue.

She just nodded.

Then broke apart.

Not dramatically.

Not loudly.

Her knees simply gave way beneath her.

A younger man caught her before she hit the ground.

Sigrid looked away.

Some grief was too private to witness.

Even from a distance.

"Detective?"

She turned.

Henrik Aas stood beside the empty coffin.

He looked exhausted.

His usually neat gray hair had surrendered to the weather hours ago.

He managed a tired smile.

"You made good time."

"I came as fast as I could."

"I know."

Neither moved immediately.

The empty coffin sat between them.

It somehow felt more unsettling than the ones containing bodies.

Henrik reached into an evidence bag.

"The letter."

Even sealed inside plastic, it seemed strangely ordinary.

Plain white paper.

Black handwriting.

Nothing theatrical.

Nothing exaggerated.

Just calm confidence.

"As requested," Henrik said softly.

"No one's opened it."

Sigrid stared at her own name.

The handwriting looked even more familiar in person.

That strange feeling returned.

Like remembering someone she had never actually met.

She hated that feeling.

Instinct could save your life.

It could also fool you.

"Ready?" Henrik asked.

She wasn't.

But she nodded anyway.

He carefully cut open the evidence bag and handed her the envelope.

The paper felt dry.

Almost warm.

Which made no sense.

She slid one finger beneath the seal.

Around them, the harbor continued its quiet work.

Photographers documented evidence.

Forensic specialists spoke in low voices.

Waves rolled gently against the rocks as though yesterday's storm had never happened.

Sigrid unfolded the single sheet inside.

There were only two handwritten sentences.

You have spent your career looking for strangers.

It's time you learned what happened to your own family.

Everything around her seemed to disappear.

The wind.

The voices.

The crashing water.

Gone.

Her breathing caught somewhere between her lungs and her throat.

Slowly... almost unwillingly... memories surfaced.

A photograph tucked inside an old box.

Her father refusing to answer certain questions.

Her grandmother changing the subject whenever the past came up.

Little things.

So small she'd never paid attention.

Until now.

Henrik was saying something.

She heard his voice.

She couldn't make out the words.

Because one thought had pushed every other thought aside.

This wasn't just a murder investigation anymore.

Someone hadn't simply asked for her.

Someone knew pieces of her life that she'd spent years believing were ordinary.

And for the first time since becoming a detective, Sigrid wasn't entirely sure whether she wanted the truth as much as she'd always claimed she did.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3

[image: ]


Sigrid read the letter again.

Then a third time.

The words hadn't changed. She almost expected them to, as ridiculous as that sounds. Sometimes your brain refuses to accept what's sitting right in front of you. It looks for another explanation. A typo. A misunderstanding. Anything.

There wasn't one.

You have spent your career looking for strangers.

It's time you learned what happened to your own family.

She folded the paper carefully and slipped it back into the evidence sleeve.

Her hands weren't shaking.

That surprised her.

The shaking would probably come later, when there was finally a quiet moment and her mind stopped pretending it had everything under control.

Henrik was watching her.

"You know something?"

She looked at him for a long second before answering.

"I don't know if I do."

That was the truth.

Or at least the closest thing to it.

"My family..." She hesitated. "We never talked much about the past."

Henrik raised an eyebrow.

"Never?"

"My mother died when I was eight."

He already knew that much, of course. Personnel files tend to carry pieces of your life around forever.

"My father wasn't the kind of man who volunteered stories. If I asked about relatives, he'd usually say something like, 'They're gone,' and leave it at that."

"And you accepted it?"

"I was a child."

She gave a tired little shrug.

"Children believe what they're told. At least until they get old enough to realize adults leave things out."

Henrik nodded slowly.

Neither of them spoke for a moment.

The sea kept rolling in behind them, steady now. Gentle enough that it almost felt disrespectful. Yesterday it had thrown dozens of coffins onto the shore. Today it looked innocent.

Nature had a strange way of refusing responsibility.

A forensic photographer walked past carrying another camera battery.

Someone called for fresh evidence markers.

Life on a crime scene always became strangely ordinary after the first few hours. People drank coffee. Someone cracked a joke. Another officer complained about wet socks.

Not because anyone had forgotten the dead.

Because nobody could function otherwise.

Ole approached carrying a folder tucked beneath one arm.

"We've finished examining the first twelve coffins."

Sigrid looked up.

"Anything?"

"Actually..."

He handed her several photographs.

"The coffins."

"What about them?"

"They're all built by the same person."

She frowned.

"You're certain?"

"Our wood specialist is."

She flipped through the photographs.

Close-ups of joints.

Handmade nails.

Wood grain.

Tiny carved markings inside the lids.

They all looked identical.

"The craftsmanship is extraordinary," Ole continued.

"Not factory-made?"

"No."

"So someone built every single one by hand?"

He nodded.

"Over at least twenty years."

Sigrid felt something tighten inside her chest.

Twenty years.

That wasn't a burst of violence.

That was patience.

Planning.

Someone had spent decades preparing this.

People often imagined serial killers as impulsive monsters driven by uncontrollable urges.

Reality was usually worse.

The dangerous ones were patient.

Disciplined.

Capable of living completely ordinary lives while carrying unimaginable secrets.

She had arrested accountants.

Teachers.

Doctors.

One man had volunteered at a children's hospital every Christmas for fifteen years.

Then they discovered seven bodies beneath his barn.

Human beings were complicated.

Sometimes horrifyingly so.

"There's something else," Ole said.

"We found these."

He placed a small evidence tray on a nearby table.

Inside lay several tiny objects recovered from different coffins.

A silver button.

An old coin.

A rusted key.

A compass no larger than a pocket watch.

Each object had been cleaned carefully before being placed beside the bodies.

Not random.

Intentional.

Sigrid picked up the photograph of the compass.

"There are initials."

Ole nodded.

"L.H."

"Lars Hansen?"

"We checked."

"No match."

She stared at the engraving.

L.H.

It felt important.

She just couldn't explain why.

Not yet.

"Detective?"

The voice came from behind her.

One of the uniformed officers approached awkwardly.

"There's someone asking for you."

"My name?"

"Yes."

Sigrid exchanged a quick glance with Henrik.

"Who?"

"The harbor master."

She found Erik Halvorsen sitting alone beneath one of the temporary shelters.

Someone had wrapped a blanket around his shoulders despite the fact he insisted he wasn't cold.

He looked older than he probably had yesterday.

Trauma could do that.

People sometimes aged years overnight.

"You wanted to see me?"

He looked up slowly.

"You must be Detective Nilsen."

"I am."

"I found the first coffin."

"I know."

His weathered hands wrapped tighter around a paper cup of untouched coffee.

"I forgot something."

She pulled up a chair.

"Take your time."

He stared out toward the sea.

"My wife always says memory works like fishing nets."

She smiled faintly.

"What does that mean?"

"You pull one thing up..."

He made a slow motion with his hand.

"...and suddenly there's something else tangled inside."

"I like that."

"So do I."

He sighed deeply.

"When I opened the first coffin..."

His voice became quieter.

"I wasn't alone."

Sigrid leaned forward.

"What do you mean?"

"I thought I was."

"You saw someone?"

"I didn't see them."

His eyes drifted toward the lighthouse.

"I heard footsteps."

She waited.

"Behind me."

"Could it have been another officer?"

"There weren't any officers yet."

"The storm?"

Erik shook his head immediately.

"I've lived beside this sea for fifty years."

He looked directly at her.

"I know the difference."

"What happened?"

"I turned around."

"And?"

"No one."

"You were certain?"

"I even shined my flashlight across the beach."

He swallowed.

"Nothing."

Sigrid remained silent.

People who experienced severe shock sometimes remembered things incorrectly.

That happened often.

It didn't automatically make them unreliable.

Trauma played strange tricks on memory.

Then Erik quietly added something that made her pause.

"But..."

"What?"

"The footsteps stopped..."

He looked toward the empty coffin still sitting near the evidence tent.

"...exactly where that coffin was."

A gull cried overhead.

Somewhere farther down the beach, another family arrived.

A woman burst into tears before she even crossed the police tape.

The sound carried across the harbor.

No one looked at her.

Not because they
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