

    
        
          Shadow Over the Øresund

        

        
        
          Ari Nordvik

        

        
          Published by Dnkss summer, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      SHADOW OVER THE ØRESUND

    

    
      First edition. June 18, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Ari Nordvik.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8235812116

    

    
    
      Written by Ari Nordvik.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

PROLOGUE

CHAPTER 1

CHAPTER 2

CHAPTER 3

CHAPTER 4

CHAPTER 5

CHAPTER 6

CHAPTER 7

CHAPTER 8

CHAPTER 9

CHAPTER 10

CHAPTER 11

CHAPTER 12

CHAPTER 13

CHAPTER 14

CHAPTER 15

CHAPTER 16

CHAPTER 17

CHAPTER 18

CHAPTER 19

CHAPTER 20

CHAPTER 21

CHAPTER 22

CHAPTER 23

CHAPTER 24

CHAPTER 25

CHAPTER 26

CHAPTER 27

CHAPTER 28

CHAPTER 29

CHAPTER 30

CHAPTER 31

CHAPTER 32

CHAPTER 33

CHAPTER 34

CHAPTER 35

CHAPTER 36

CHAPTER 37

CHAPTER 38

CHAPTER 39

CHAPTER 40

CHAPTER 41

CHAPTER 42

CHAPTER 43

CHAPTER 44

CHAPTER 45

CHAPTER 46

CHAPTER 47

CHAPTER 48

CHAPTER 49

CHAPTER 50

CHAPTER 51

CHAPTER 52

CHAPTER 53

CHAPTER 54

CHAPTER 55

CHAPTER 56

CHAPTER 57

CHAPTER 58

CHAPTER 59

CHAPTER 60

EPILOGUE

Further Reading: A Stranger In York

Also By Ari Nordvik

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

PROLOGUE


[image: ]


The wind over the Øresund did not sound like wind that night. It moved in long, uneven breaths, as if something vast beneath the water was inhaling and forgetting how to exhale. Ferries had already stopped running hours earlier, their last crossings swallowed by darkness that felt denser than weather, thicker than night itself. Even the city lights of Malmö and Copenhagen—those twin constellations facing each other across the narrow sea—seemed to hesitate before touching the water, as if afraid of being reflected back incorrectly.

At 23:47, the sea was still ordinary.

At 23:58, the radio tower on Amager reported mild atmospheric interference, the kind no one bothers to log twice.

At 00:00, everything changed without announcing itself.

The first person to see it was a lighthouse keeper who had worked the coast for twenty-nine years and had stopped believing in surprises. He was halfway through a cup of bitter coffee when he noticed that the horizon had... shifted. Not moved, not broken—shifted, like a page turning in a book that no one else was reading. The water between Denmark and Sweden darkened into something almost architectural, as if it had gained structure beneath its surface. Then came the shape.

It was human only in the way a memory is human when you are half asleep and cannot tell whether it belongs to you or to someone else. Tall, elongated, wrong in its proportions but insistently upright. A silhouette carved not from absence of light, but from a deeper subtraction—like reality itself had decided to erase everything around it except the idea of a person.

The lighthouse keeper did not speak. Later, he would insist he had not even breathed.

The figure stood on the sea.

Not above it. Not reflected in it. On it, as if the water had become glass or frozen breath. Its head turned slowly—too slowly—and faced neither shore, but the space between them, the exact midpoint where maps hesitate and borders become imaginary. For a brief moment, the lighthouse keeper felt certain it was aware of him watching. Not as a witness, but as something being measured.

Then the shadow raised an arm.

There was no gesture that followed human intention. It was more like a signal sent without language. The sea beneath it responded with a subtle depression, a sinking that did not create waves so much as suggestions of waves. And in that instant, every compass along the coast spun once, as if acknowledging an older north.

The figure remained for seventeen seconds.

Seventeen seconds is not long enough for terror to properly form. It is long enough for recognition to begin.

And then it was gone.

No splash. No disappearance. No fading. Only absence returning to its usual shape.

At 00:14, three kilometers inland on the Swedish side, a fisherman’s son in Höllviken woke up screaming. He had gone to bed dry, warm, and certain of his future. Now he was choking on seawater that did not exist in his room. His father ran in to find him thrashing against invisible currents, eyes wide with the confusion of drowning in air. By the time the ambulance arrived, the boy’s lungs were full of saltwater that should not have been inside him.

He had never been near the sea that day.

By 00:31, a woman in Helsingør collapsed in her kitchen while making tea. Her husband later described the sound as “water filling a space too small for it.” She was declared dead before sunrise. The autopsy would confirm drowning. The report would note, in carefully restrained language, that no water source was present in the home.

By 01:05, the first pattern would be recognized.

Every appearance of the shadow over the Øresund was followed by a death inland. Always drowning. Always impossible. Always far from water.

And always at midnight.

No one called it a phenomenon at first. That word implies distance, something safely observable. The newspapers that dared to print it called it an anomaly, then a mystery, then nothing at all once the editors began receiving calls they refused to describe in writing.

But in the coastal police station of Malmö, where the walls still carried the faint smell of old rain and cheap coffee, Detective Elias Lund sat staring at a map of the strait with a kind of exhaustion that had nothing to do with sleep deprivation. It was the exhaustion of a man who had spent too many years believing the world obeyed rules, only to find those rules quietly rewritten without consultation.

He had seen the reports. He had dismissed the first as panic. The second as coincidence. The third as suggestion contaminating memory.

By the fourth death, he stopped using the word coincidence altogether.

At 02:20, he drove to the shore.

The Øresund at night does not look like a border. It looks like indecision. A narrow throat of water between two lands that have agreed, politely, to pretend they are separate. Wind moved across it in low, steady currents, carrying the faint metallic scent of salt and something older—something like stone remembering it was once under pressure.

Lund stood alone at the edge of the harbor, coat buttoned too late against the cold. He expected nothing. That was what made him dangerous; not courage, but refusal to be surprised.

And yet the sea surprised him anyway.

At exactly 00:00, though his watch would later insist it was 23:59, the water darkened in the center of the strait. Not like a storm forming, not like clouds gathering—but like ink being poured into a sentence already written. The surface held itself unnaturally still, as if waiting for permission to break.

Then the shape rose.

Human. Impossible. Familiar in the way nightmares are familiar even when they have no face you can name afterward. It stood where no structure could stand, balanced on water that did not behave like water anymore. Its outline trembled slightly, as though reality was struggling to render it correctly.

Lund did not reach for his radio.

He did not move.

He had spent years learning how criminals lie. This was not a lie. Lies require intention.

The figure turned toward him.

And in that turning, something inside Lund understood the rule that no one had yet written down:

It does not kill where it appears.

It kills where it is remembered.

The shadow lifted its arm again, and for a fraction of a second, Lund felt the sea inside his lungs—though he was still standing on dry land.

Then it was gone.

The water smoothed itself as if nothing had ever disturbed it.

Behind him, somewhere inland, a church bell rang once for no reason at all.

And in Malmö, a child who had not yet learned the word for fear began to drown in his sleep.
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Elias Lund didn’t sleep properly anymore, not in the way people mean when they say they slept. He lay down, sure, he closed his eyes, sometimes even drifted somewhere close to it, but it always felt like standing in a doorway instead of going through it. Like his body stayed behind in the room while the rest of him hovered somewhere just outside, listening for something that might not even make a sound when it arrived.

That morning—if you could call it morning when the sky over Malmö was still grey in that stubborn, half-finished way—it started with coffee he forgot on the counter until it went cold. Again. His apartment had the usual signs of someone who’d stopped caring about small order: a stack of unpaid envelopes leaning like they were tired too, a coat thrown over a chair instead of hung up, a faint smell of rain that never quite left the hallway even though it hadn’t rained properly in days.

He stood there for a moment, holding the mug, just staring at nothing in particular. There was a bruise under his left eye that he couldn’t remember getting. Or maybe he did remember, but it didn’t feel connected to anything real, just another piece of the week that had slipped out of place.

The radio on the counter was playing some morning talk show, too cheerful in a way that almost felt rude. Someone was laughing about traffic in Stockholm. He turned it off halfway through a sentence. The silence that followed wasn’t really silence—it was the building settling, pipes ticking, distant footsteps somewhere above. Normal things. He told himself that. Normal things.

Anyway.

By the time he got to the station, the city had already started pretending it was just another day. Bikes cutting through intersections, buses sighing at stops, people walking like they had destinations that mattered more than sleep. The coastal police station sat a little too close to the harbor, like whoever built it had thought proximity to water would be symbolic instead of inconvenient.

Inside, the air always smelled faintly of old paper and wet jackets. Someone had spilled cheap detergent in the hallway last week and it still lingered like an apology nobody had accepted.

“Morning,” someone muttered as he walked in. Maybe it was meant for him, maybe not. Lund didn’t answer. He never really knew what people expected back.

He passed the notice board without looking at it. It was full of things that used to matter more—missing bicycles, local alerts, a faded poster about CPR training. Now it all looked like background noise.

His desk was already waiting for him with a folder that hadn’t been there yesterday.

That was the part he didn’t like. Not the cases themselves. The waiting part. The way things arrived without explanation, like someone had slipped them under reality’s door when no one was looking.

He opened the folder.

Photographs first. Always photographs first.

A boy, maybe seventeen. Höllviken. Found in his own bed. Eyes open in that way that suggested confusion more than fear. No signs of struggle. No forced entry. No water source anywhere in the house. Cause of death listed as drowning.

Lund stared at that word a bit longer than he needed to.

Drowning always meant something specific. It meant water. It meant proximity. It meant a sequence of events that made sense if you lined them up carefully enough. But this... this didn’t line up with anything. It just sat there, refusing to behave.

Second photo. A woman in a kitchen. Helsingør. Tea still warm in the cup next to her hand. Her husband’s statement printed below it in careful, restrained language that tried very hard not to sound like panic. “Sounded like water filling the room,” it said. Lund had read that sentence three times yesterday already. It didn’t get better with repetition.

He closed the folder for a second. Pressed his fingers against his eyes. Not because he was tired, exactly. More like his brain was trying to reset itself and failing.

“You’re looking at it again like it’ll change,” said Maja Holm from across the room.

She didn’t look up from her screen when she said it. She rarely did. Maja had the kind of voice that made everything sound slightly like a diagnosis.

“It might,” Lund said.

“It won’t.”

That was the thing about her. No comfort, no drama. Just blunt edges. He appreciated it more than he admitted.

He reopened the folder.

There were four cases now. Four deaths. All inland. All drowning. All after midnight appearances of something that shouldn’t exist on the Øresund.

He hadn’t told anyone yet what he thought he saw in the report from the lighthouse keeper. Not because he didn’t trust them. More because saying it out loud would make it real in a way he wasn’t ready for.

The word “shadow” had been used.

Human-shaped.

Standing on water.

He’d written it off at first. Stress. Suggestion. Coastal isolation doing what it always does to people who spend too long watching empty horizons.

But then the pattern started pressing in. Too clean. Too consistent. Midnight. Appearance. Inland death. Water where there shouldn’t be any.

And worse—no connection between victims. Different towns. Different lives. No shared history, no shared anything. Except that they all lived in the same broad geography of the strait, like distance itself didn’t matter anymore.

Lund leaned back in his chair. It creaked. Everything in the building creaked like it remembered something unpleasant.

“You’re going out there again, aren’t you?” Maja asked.

He didn’t answer right away. Outside the window, gulls were circling over something unseen in the harbor. They looked normal. That was almost comforting.

“I don’t know what I’m going to do,” he said finally.

“That’s worse.”

“Yeah.”

Silence again. Not awkward, just heavy in that way shared silences get when neither person knows how to name what they’re avoiding.

At 11:42, he found himself standing near the map of the Øresund pinned to the wall. Someone had marked the coastline with red pins, as if geography could be persuaded into clarity. Denmark on one side, Sweden on the other, and that narrow stretch of water in between that always looked too small to matter and too important to ignore.

He traced it with his eyes without meaning to. The midpoint. The place between.

Something about that bothered him more than he wanted to admit.

Like the sea had started paying attention to borders.

He left the station just after noon. No announcement. No explanation. Just his coat, keys, and the kind of quiet decision that didn’t feel like a decision at all.

Outside, the air had shifted slightly. Wind coming in from the west, carrying salt and something colder underneath it. He paused at the edge of the sidewalk, looking toward the harbor without really meaning to.

For a moment—just a stupid, flickering moment—he thought he saw water where there shouldn’t be any. Not flooding. Not rain. Just the suggestion of it, like the air itself had started remembering the sea.

He blinked.

It was gone.

“Get a grip,” he muttered to himself, which honestly didn’t help.

He got in the car.

And drove toward the coast anyway.
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The drive along the Øresund coast always messed with Elias a little, even on normal days. Which, lately, felt like a phrase from another life. Normal days. As if those still existed in some warehouse somewhere, waiting to be restocked.

The road hugged the water in that way Scandinavian roads do—careful, almost polite about it, never fully committing to being too close. On his left, the sea stretched out like a flat sheet of dull metal. Not calm exactly. Just... restrained. Like it was holding something in.

He kept the radio off.

Not for any dramatic reason. It just felt wrong to fill the car with voices right now.

Somewhere near Dragør, he caught himself slowing down without meaning to. There was a stretch of shoreline there where fishermen sometimes worked early mornings, but now it was empty. Just wet sand and scattered wood poles sticking out like broken teeth.

He didn’t stop.

He should have, maybe. But he didn’t.

Anyway.

By the time Malmö faded behind him in the rearview mirror, the sky had shifted into that washed-out brightness that makes everything look slightly unreal. Like the world is being viewed through old glass.

His phone buzzed twice in the cup holder. He ignored it. Probably Maja. Or dispatch. Or someone asking for updates that didn’t exist yet in any meaningful form.

He wasn’t even sure what he was going to find. That was the honest part he didn’t say out loud. There was no plan here. Just movement. Just the need to be closer to the thing, like proximity might explain it.

The lighthouse keeper’s report was still in his jacket pocket. Folded. Creased too many times already.

Human-shaped shadow over the water. Standing. Midnight. Seen from fixed position. Duration approx. 17 seconds.

Seventeen seconds. That number kept sticking in his head for no good reason. Like it mattered in a way he couldn’t decode yet.

He parked near the old coastal observation point. Technically closed. There was a faded sign about restricted access and safety hazards, but the fence had been cut open at some point and never properly fixed. That told you everything about how seriously people still took warnings around here.

The wind hit him the moment he stepped out of the car.

Cold, but not sharp. More like damp memory.

He walked down anyway.

The path wasn’t really a path anymore. Just compressed grass and stone, worn down by people who probably shouldn’t have been there either. Every few steps, he felt that slight shift in perspective you get near large bodies of water, like your brain is trying to recalibrate what “distance” means.

The sea was out there, of course. Always there. But today it looked closer than it should have.

That was the first thing that bothered him.

Not fear. Just... wrongness in a quiet way.

He stopped near the edge where the land dropped off into a low rocky shore. The water was calm in the way it sometimes gets before weather changes. Except there was no weather coming. At least not according to anything he’d checked.

A gull landed nearby, looked at him for half a second, then left again like it had decided he wasn’t worth the effort.

“Okay,” he said out loud, even though no one was there.

He didn’t know what he meant by it. It just came out.

The lighthouse was visible farther down the coast, a thin vertical line against the horizon. Old, functional, still active. Barely. He could see the intermittent blink of its light even during the day, which always felt unnecessary but reassuring in a way.

He started walking toward it.

Halfway there, his phone buzzed again. This time he checked it without thinking.

Maja: You seeing this too or am I losing it?

No attachment. No context. Just that.

He frowned, typed back: Seeing what.

The reply came almost immediately.

Don’t joke. The harbor cameras are glitching again. Same pattern as before.

Same pattern.

His stomach tightened slightly at that. Not enough to call it fear. More like anticipation that didn’t have anywhere to go yet.

He kept walking.

The lighthouse keeper’s name, according to the file, was Henrik Dahl. Retired. Lived alone in a small house just behind the station. The kind of man who probably knew the tide better than he knew people.

Elias found the house without much effort. There weren’t many buildings out here.

It looked... ordinary. Too ordinary, actually. White paint peeling at the edges, curtains slightly uneven behind the windows, a bicycle leaning against the wall that hadn’t been moved in a while.

He knocked.

No answer.

He waited. Knocked again, a little harder.

Still nothing.

He tried the handle. It was unlocked.

That alone made him pause.

Inside, it smelled like old tea and something metallic underneath it. Not blood. Not exactly. More like rust left too long in wet air.

“Hello?” he called, stepping in.

No response.

The living room was small. Overcrowded in that way coastal houses get, full of objects that don’t belong anywhere else but have nowhere else to go. Books stacked sideways. A radio sitting on a table with no clear purpose. A coat thrown over a chair like someone had planned to come back in five minutes and never did.

Elias moved carefully. Not because he expected danger. Just habit.

There was a notebook on the table.

Open.

He didn’t touch it at first. Just looked.

The handwriting was uneven. Rushed. Like it had been written while someone was watching something they didn’t understand.

00:00 — water not behaving correctly

00:00 — shape again, same position

00:00 — it notices when I look away

Elias felt something shift in his chest. Not dramatic. Just a quiet tightening.

He turned slightly.

Through the window, the sea was visible again. Still. Flat. Nothing unusual.

Except now he couldn’t unsee it.

The idea that it might be looking back.

“Henrik?” he called again, softer this time.

Still nothing.

He walked deeper into the house. Kitchen. Hallway. Bedroom.

The bedroom was empty.

Bed neatly made.

Too neatly made.

Like someone had left it on purpose, not in a rush, not in panic. Just... absence arranged carefully.

On the bedside table, a small marine radio sat turned off. Next to it, a mug half-cleaned, dried tea stain forming a ring like a ghost of something still warm.

Elias stood there for a moment longer than he should have.

Then his phone buzzed again.

Maja: Camera feed at Øresund south buoy just went black. Not a glitch. It just... stopped.

He looked out the window again.

The sea hadn’t changed.

But now he couldn’t stop thinking about that word from the notebook.

Not behaving correctly.

Like water could choose to misbehave.

Like it had agency.

Like it was waiting for something.

He exhaled slowly, rubbed his face once, and turned back toward the living room.

The notebook was still open.

But now, there was a new line underneath the last one.

Fresh ink.

He hadn’t seen anyone write it.

And it said only this:

00:00 — it stands where distance becomes thin.
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Elias didn’t remember deciding to sit down. One moment he was standing in Henrik Dahl’s living room, staring at that last line in the notebook, and the next he was in the kitchen chair like his body had just given up waiting for instructions.

00:00 — it stands where distance becomes thin

That sentence didn’t behave like language. It didn’t sit still in his head. It kept shifting slightly every time he tried to focus on it, like it was written on water instead of paper.

He rubbed his thumb over the edge of the table. Old wood, slightly sticky with age and cleaning products that never fully did their job. There was a kind of normality here that felt insulting, honestly. A mug, a fridge hum, a calendar on the wall showing last month still flipped forward.

Henrik Dahl was missing.

Or gone. Or whatever word you used when someone left no clear instruction behind for how to interpret their absence.

Elias looked at the notebook again. He didn’t touch it this time. Just leaned closer.

The handwriting had changed between entries. Not drastically, but enough that you could feel a shift in the person writing it. Like their grip on reality was slipping by degrees instead of breaking all at once.

He thought about calling it in. He probably should have already. But something about that last line sat wrong with him in a way that wasn’t procedural. More personal than that. Like it had been written for him specifically, which was ridiculous, but still.

Anyway.

His phone buzzed again.

Maja: Elias, you need to see this.

No attachment. Again. She never sent attachments unless she was certain you wouldn’t ignore them. This was worse somehow.

He stood up slowly, like the house might notice sudden movement.

“Henrik?” he tried one more time, quieter than before.

Nothing.

Outside, the wind had picked up. Not dramatically. Just enough to make the curtains shift slightly against the window frame, like the house was breathing wrong.

He stepped out.

The light had changed while he wasn’t paying attention. That soft grey brightness had started to tilt toward something heavier. The sea looked darker now, but not in a storm way. In a depth way. Like it had gone further down than usual and hadn’t come back up.

His phone rang this time instead of buzzing.

Maja.

He answered.

“You’re at the coast, aren’t you?” she said immediately.

“Yes.”

“Good. Don’t move too far from there.”

“That’s not reassuring.”

“I’m not trying to reassure you.”

Fair enough.

He could hear typing in the background on her end. Fast, sharp keystrokes. Maja didn’t type like a person casually working. She typed like she was trying to catch something before it escaped.

“What am I looking at?” he asked.

There was a pause. Not long. But long enough to matter.

“We pulled footage from the southern buoy. Or what’s left of it. It cut out at exactly midnight. Before that... just water. Normal feed. Then distortion. Then—” she stopped.

“Then what?”

“Then something appears.”

Elias looked out at the sea.

Nothing.

Of course nothing.

“What kind of something?” he asked, though he already didn’t like the answer forming in his head.

Another pause.

“You’re going to think I’m exaggerating,” she said.

“Try me.”

“It looks human.”

That word again.

Human.

It kept showing up where it shouldn’t.

Elias didn’t respond right away. He watched a wave roll in farther down the shore. Slow. Careful. Like it wasn’t sure it was allowed.

Maja continued, quieter now. “Not like a person in water. Not floating. Standing. On the surface.”

He closed his eyes for a second. Just a second.

“Okay,” he said, and hated how calm he sounded.

“And then,” she added, “the cameras show... something underneath it. Like a second layer. Shadows moving in the water but not caused by light. I don’t know how to explain it properly.”

“You’re doing fine,” he said automatically.

He wasn’t sure that was true.

He walked back toward the edge of the land without really thinking about it. The sea was closer now than it should have been. Or maybe he was just noticing it differently.

“Elias,” Maja said.

“Yeah.”

“If you see anything... don’t engage with it directly. I mean it.”

That made him stop.

“Engage with what, exactly?”

Silence.

Not the good kind.

The kind where someone doesn’t want to say the thing because saying it makes it more real.

“I have to go,” she said instead. “Just... stay where you are for now.”

The call ended.

He stood there holding the phone like it had weight.

For a while, he just watched the water. The horizon line was too clean. That was the thought that came uninvited. Too clean for something that large. Like it had been erased and redrawn too many times.

Then, without warning, he thought of Henrik Dahl again.

The notebook.

00:00 — it stands where distance becomes thin

Distance.

What did that even mean in a place like this? Distance between countries, sure. Denmark and Sweden, separated by a strip of water narrow enough to forget. But also distance between things that shouldn’t touch each other. Like waking and sleeping. Or living and whatever came after.

He started walking again.

Not because he had a plan. Just because standing still felt worse.

The lighthouse was closer now. Still blinking, steady as anything in the world that hadn’t yet been asked to change.

As he walked, he noticed something small at first. Almost dismissible.

The sound of water where there wasn’t water.

Not waves. Not tide.

More like pressure.

Like something moving underneath the idea of the sea rather than the sea itself.

He stopped.

Listened.

Nothing obvious. Of course not.

But the feeling stayed.

That thinness Maja hadn’t finished describing.

He looked down at his boots.

Wet sand near the edge, though he hadn’t stepped that far.

And for a second—just one—he was certain the ground under him wasn’t solid anymore.

Not sinking.

Just... becoming something else.

He stepped back immediately.

Heart kicked up slightly. Not panic. Not yet. Just that sharp alertness your body gives you before your mind catches up.

“Okay,” he said again, out loud.

He didn’t know who he was talking to this time.

The sea didn’t respond.

But he could’ve sworn, for a fraction of a moment, the reflection on the water didn’t match the sky above it.
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By the time Elias reached the lighthouse, the day had started to feel like it wasn’t fully committed to being day anymore.

That’s the only way he could put it. Like light itself had become uncertain. It was there, sure, but it wasn’t doing its job properly. Everything looked slightly off-focus, edges too soft, distances behaving like they’d forgotten their purpose.

The lighthouse stood the way old things stand when they’ve outlived most explanations for why they’re still there. Tall, stubborn, a little weather-beaten but refusing to collapse just out of spite. Its light blinked anyway, even though it was broad daylight. A habit more than necessity.

He stopped at the base and just looked up for a second.

It always made him feel small in a way he didn’t love admitting.

The wind was stronger here. Not aggressive. Just persistent. It carried salt and something colder underneath it, like the memory of ice.

He checked his phone. No signal.

Of course.

He tried not to read too much into that. Out here, it happened sometimes. Still. Timing had a way of making coincidence feel like intention.

The door to the lighthouse station was unlocked.

That should’ve bothered him more than it did.

Inside, it smelled like old wood soaked in years of sea air and unwashed uniforms. Not dirty exactly. Just... lived in by something that didn’t care about fresh air.

“Henrik?” he called.

Nothing.

Again.

He moved slowly up the narrow staircase. It spiraled tighter the higher you went, like the building itself was becoming more cautious about who it let in. His hand brushed the railing, cold metal worn smooth by repetition. Thousands of hands before his. None of them knowing anything useful, probably.

Halfway up, he stopped.

Not because he heard something.

Because he felt like something had noticed him.

Stupid thought. He knew it was stupid. But still, his body reacted before his brain could argue.

He stood there for a moment, listening.

Only the lighthouse ticking. Mechanical. Steady. Comforting in a way that almost made it worse.

He continued.

At the top, the lantern room was empty.

Not abandoned-looking empty. Just... paused. Like someone had stepped out briefly and forgotten to come back in time.

A chair sat near the glass. A blanket folded over it. A mug on the floor. Half-finished tea dried into a brown ring.

Henrik Dahl had been here recently.

That much was obvious.

Elias walked around slowly. The glass panes were clean but streaked slightly from salt residue. Beyond them, the Øresund stretched out in both directions. Denmark one side, Sweden the other. That narrow strip of water in between looking thinner than it should’ve.

He stepped closer to the window.

The sea was calm.

Too calm.

He hated that he kept thinking that, but it was true. It wasn’t natural calm. It was deliberate calm. Like something holding itself perfectly still so it wouldn’t be noticed.

He checked the desk.

There was another notebook.

Different from the one at the house. Thinner. Older. Pages curling slightly at the edges.

He opened it.

The first few pages were normal enough. Weather logs. Wind speeds. Light maintenance notes. Routine stuff.

Then it changed.

He doesn’t understand time here

midnight is not a moment, it is a place

the sea repeats itself when it thinks I am not looking

Elias swallowed without meaning to.

He turned the page.

There were sketches.

Bad ones. Not artistically bad, just... desperate. Lines drawn quickly, as if the hand couldn’t keep up with whatever the mind was trying to record.

A shape over water.

A figure standing upright on the surface.

No face. Just outline. But drawn in a way that made it feel like omission was intentional, not missing.

He shut the notebook for a second.

Just to reset.

His phone buzzed in his pocket.

He almost didn’t answer it.

Then he did.

Maja.

“You’re still alive?” she said immediately.

“Charming,” he muttered.

“I’m serious. We lost you from grid tracking for a few minutes.”

“I’m in a lighthouse. That’s kind of expected.”

There was a pause.

Then: “You saw it too, didn’t you.”

Not a question.

Elias looked out again through the glass.

The sea hadn’t changed.

But he felt something shift anyway, like acknowledging it had given it attention it didn’t need.

“I saw enough,” he said.

“That’s what worries me,” Maja replied.

He leaned his forehead lightly against the glass. Cold. Real. At least that part behaved normally.

“What did you find?” he asked.

“Henrik Dahl didn’t report anything after last night,” she said. “But there’s something else.”

“Go on.”

“We checked older coastal logs. Over the past months... there have been isolated mentions. Not official reports. Personal notes. Fishermen, lighthouse staff, even a ferry operator once.”

Elias closed his eyes.

“Let me guess,” he said.

“Yeah,” she said quietly. “All describing something standing on the water.”

Silence stretched between them.

Not awkward. Just heavy again. That familiar kind.

“And deaths?” he asked.

“Yes,” she said. “But not always immediate. Sometimes days later. Inland. Always drowning.”

Elias opened his eyes again.

The horizon looked too straight. Like it had been drawn with a ruler and no one had bothered to check if reality agreed.

“That’s not possible,” he said, but it didn’t sound like disbelief anymore. More like habit.

“I know,” Maja said. “But it’s consistent.”

Consistent.

That word was starting to feel wrong.

Like it didn’t belong in this conversation.

He turned slightly, looking at the empty room again. The folded blanket. The mug. The life that had been here recently enough to still feel warm in memory.

“Where is he?” Elias asked.

Maja didn’t answer immediately.

When she did, her voice had changed slightly. Lower.

“We don’t know.”

He exhaled through his nose. Slow.

“Of course we don
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