
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          The Gold Beneath

        

        
        
          L'enfant de La Patrie  English, Volume 3

        

        
        
          Helge Thorsen

        

        
          Published by Helge Thorsen, 2026.

        

    



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

    
    

    
      THE GOLD BENEATH

    

    
      First edition. January 19, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Helge Thorsen.

    

    
    
      Written by Helge Thorsen.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 1: WINTER'S WAIT
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The window was cold against Aria's forehead, the glass fogged by her breath. Outside, January rain lashed the farmhouse in horizontal sheets, driven by a wind that seemed to come from every direction at once. Typical Leka weather—not the romantic snow of postcards, but the raw, relentless wet cold that seeped into bones and tested patience.

Below, barely visible through the grey murk, lay Gutvik marsh. Somewhere beneath that waterlogged expanse of sedge and moss, buried under two and a half centuries of erosion and shifting earth, lay answers. Gold, yes—the Portuguese treasure that had consumed her thoughts for months. But more than that. The truth about Lawrence Montgomery, her ancestor who had survived when so many others perished. The final chapter of a story that had begun in a French coastal town and led her here, to this remote Norwegian island, to this moment of enforced waiting.

Aria pressed her palm against the glass, feeling the cold bite through her skin. Behind her, the farmhouse was warm—the wood stove crackling, coffee brewing, the familiar comfort of home. But her mind was out there in the marsh, imagining what lay hidden, tantalizingly close yet utterly unreachable until spring.

"Staring won't make it dry faster."

She turned to find Raoul in the doorway, two mugs of coffee in his hands. Even after six months on Leka, he still looked slightly out of place in the Norwegian countryside—too urban, too polished, despite the worn sweater and work jeans he'd adopted. His dark hair was damp from the shower, and there was mud under his fingernails from morning chores. The transformation from Parisian police detective to Norwegian farmer's partner was ongoing, imperfect, endearing.

"I know," Aria said, accepting the coffee gratefully. The warmth spread through her cold fingers. "But it helps to look."

Raoul joined her at the window, close enough that their shoulders touched. They stood in comfortable silence, watching the rain blur the landscape into impressionist smears of grey and brown and winter-dead green.

"How many days since we found the gemstones?" he asked quietly.

"Forty-three." She didn't need to check a calendar. Every morning she woke counting. Forty-three days since they'd surfaced from the dive at Risveret with handfuls of precious stones from the Aurora wreck. Forty-three days since the attack that had nearly cost them everything. Forty-three days since they'd confirmed that yes, the treasure was real, the story was true, and Lawrence Montgomery's desperate journey had been worth documenting.

"And how many until we can dig?"

"If the permits come through? If the weather cooperates? If the ground isn't waterlogged?" She let out a long breath. "Twelve weeks. Minimum."

Eighty-four days. It might as well be forever.

Raoul's arm slipped around her waist, steady and warm. "We waited this long. We can wait a little longer."

"Can we?" Aria heard the edge in her own voice and hated it. She wasn't usually like this—impatient, restless, consumed by something she couldn't control. But the knowledge that somewhere out there, buried beneath her feet, lay the culmination of months of research, risk, and sacrifice... it gnawed at her.

"Yes," Raoul said simply. "We can. Because we must."

He was right, of course. The bureaucracy of Norwegian cultural heritage law didn't care about her impatience. The British Museum's claim didn't care about her need for closure. The environmental protection of the marsh didn't care that she'd nearly died discovering the truth. They would dig when the authorities said they could dig, not before.

"Tell me about this morning," Raoul said, deliberately changing the subject. "How are the cattle?"

Aria allowed herself to be redirected, grateful for the anchor to ordinary concerns. "Bessie's calf is doing well. Gaining weight, nursing properly. The others are restless—they hate being cooped up in the barn, but it's too wet for pasture."

"Like their owner," Raoul observed with a slight smile.

"I'm not restless."

"You've checked the marsh three times today already. It's barely noon."

"Twice," Aria corrected, then caught his knowing look. "Fine. Three times. But the last time was to check the fence posts, not—"

"The fence posts that are fine?"

She laughed despite herself, the sound breaking the tension that had been building in her chest. "You're impossible."

"I'm observant. It's what made me a good detective." He set down his coffee and turned her to face him, his hands gentle on her shoulders. "Aria, listen to me. I know this is hard. I know you want to be out there, digging, finding, solving. But we're doing everything we can. Madeleine is working in Paris. Adrian is preparing equipment in Trondheim. You're keeping the farm running and managing the permits. We're not idle, even if it feels like it."

"I know." She did know. Intellectually, she understood that winter was necessary, that preparation mattered, that rushing in without proper authorization and planning would be disastrous. But understanding didn't make the waiting easier.

Through the window, movement caught her eye. A figure trudging up the muddy track from the road, bundled in a rain slicker that made them nearly shapeless. As they drew closer, Aria recognized the purposeful stride.

"Oddvar," she said.

Raoul looked out. "In this weather? Must be important."

They moved to the door, opening it just as Oddvar reached the porch. The neighbor farmer shook himself like a dog, sending droplets flying, then stomped his boots before stepping inside.

"Coffee?" Aria offered, already reaching for another mug.

"Please." Oddvar's weathered face was ruddy from cold and exertion. He was in his sixties, built like a tree stump, with hands that had worked this land for decades. He'd been skeptical of Aria's treasure hunt at first, but after the events of the autumn—the discoveries, the threats, the violence—he'd become a staunch ally.

They settled around the kitchen table, the ritual of hot coffee and warm kitchen creating an island of comfort against the storm outside.

"Mail boat came early," Oddvar said, pulling a damp envelope from his pocket. "Official looking. Thought you'd want it right away."

Aria's heart jumped. She recognized the seal—Directorate for Cultural Heritage. The permit application.

Her hands trembled slightly as she tore it open. Raoul moved closer, reading over her shoulder. The Norwegian bureaucratic language was dense, formal, impenetrable to anyone not versed in official documents. But certain phrases leapt out:

"...received your application dated 12 December 2024..." "...pending environmental assessment..." "...consultation with British authorities..." "...earliest possible authorization date: 15 April 2025..."

April. Three more months.

"Well?" Oddvar asked.

"They haven't said no," Aria managed. "But they haven't said yes either. More assessments. More consultations."

"Typical," Oddvar grunted. "Government moves slower than glaciers. Used to be faster when we had less regulations."

Raoul was reading more carefully, his detective's eye catching nuances. "There's a condition here. They want a full archaeological team. University oversight. Academic documentation."

"Professor Solberg?" Aria looked up. They'd discussed this possibility—partnering with NTNU, the Norwegian University of Science and Technology. Adrian had connections there, and the maritime archaeology department was well-respected.

"Probably," Raoul agreed. "It makes sense from their perspective. We're treasure hunters, not academics. They want professional oversight to ensure we don't damage the site or lose valuable historical context."

"We wouldn't do that," Aria protested, but even as she said it, she knew it sounded weak. They were amateurs, however well-intentioned. The autumn's discoveries at Risveret had been exciting but chaotic. Professional archaeology was slow, methodical, documented. Everything they weren't.

"You'll work with whoever they assign," Oddvar said bluntly. "As long as you get to dig, what does it matter who's in charge?"

What did it matter? This was her family's history, her ancestor's story, her quest. But Oddvar was right—what mattered was uncovering the truth, not who got credit. And if university involvement meant proper permits, proper equipment, proper protection from rivals...

"Call Adrian," she decided. "See if Professor Solberg is interested."

Raoul was already reaching for his phone.

The afternoon passed in a flurry of phone calls and video conferences. Adrian, reached at his apartment in Trondheim, was enthusiastic. "Solberg's been asking about the project. He read Madeleine's preliminary paper on the privateer routes. He's interested."

Professor Kristian Solberg himself joined the call an hour later—a man in his fifties with steel-grey hair and sharp eyes that assessed Aria through the computer screen. "Ms. Montgomery. Mr. Beaumont. I've been following your discoveries with interest."

"Dr. Solberg," Aria began, formal despite the casual video connection. "Thank you for taking the time."

"The time?" Solberg leaned forward, his enthusiasm evident even through pixels. "Ms. Montgomery, you're offering me the opportunity of a lifetime. A verified privateer treasure site, untouched for over two centuries, with documented provenance and historical significance. This is what archaeologists dream about."

"Then you're interested in partnering?" Hope lifted in Aria's chest.

"Interested?" Solberg smiled. "I've already cleared my teaching schedule for spring semester. I have three graduate students who would kill for this opportunity, and I've contacted the department head about funding. The question isn't whether I'm interested—it's whether you're willing to work within academic framework."

"Meaning?" Raoul asked.

"Meaning slow, methodical, properly documented excavation," Solberg said. "Meaning grid systems, soil analysis, careful cataloguing of every find. Meaning published papers and museum exhibitions, not treasure in your attic. Can you accept that?"

Aria looked at Raoul, saw her own thoughts reflected in his eyes. This was the cost of legitimacy—giving up some control, accepting delays, sharing credit. But it was also the path to actually finding the gold, to completing the story, to honoring Lawrence Montgomery's legacy properly.

"Yes," she said. "We can accept that."

"Good." Solberg's smile widened. "Then let me make some calls. With NTNU backing, your permit application will carry more weight. We have connections with the Directorate. We can navigate the bureaucracy faster than private individuals. Give me a week."

After the call ended, Aria sat back, feeling drained. The adrenaline of possibility had burned through her restless energy, leaving only exhaustion.

"You did the right thing," Raoul said quietly.

"Did I? It doesn't feel like my project anymore."

"It never was just yours." His voice was gentle but firm. "Lawrence Montgomery's story belongs to history. The gold belongs to Norwegian cultural heritage, or British claims, or whoever the courts decide. What's yours is the journey—the discovery, the family connection, the truth you uncovered. That can't be taken away."

She knew he was right. The truth lived in Madeleine's research papers, in the ship's logs they'd found, in the genetic evidence connecting her to Josephine Delacroix and Elias Montgomery. The treasure was just metal—valuable, yes, but ultimately just another artifact of a complicated past.

But still. The thought of walking away, of letting academics take over, of becoming a footnote in someone else's paper...

"I want to be there," she said abruptly. "When they dig. Not just watching, but actually doing it. Hands in the dirt, part of the team."

Raoul smiled. "Then we'll make sure that's part of the agreement. Professor Solberg seemed reasonable. I think he'll understand."

Outside, the rain had finally stopped, though the sky remained grey and heavy. Through the kitchen window, Aria could see Gutvik marsh in the distance, waterlogged and waiting. Three more months. Twelve more weeks. Eighty-four more days of patience.

But for the first time since the autumn attack, she felt something shift inside her. Not resignation, exactly. More like... acceptance. The gold would still be there in April. Lawrence Montgomery had waited 226 years for his story to be told. She could wait eighty-four more days.

"Come on," Raoul said, standing and offering his hand. "The cattle need feeding, and it'll be dark soon. Farm work doesn't care about treasure."

Aria took his hand, letting him pull her up. He was right. Life continued, ordinary and necessary, regardless of buried gold or historical mysteries. The cows needed hay, the barn needed mucking, the fences needed checking. And somewhere in those mundane tasks, she would find the patience to wait.

That evening, after chores were finished and dinner eaten, Aria spread maps across the dining table. Not the historical documents—those were safely stored in climate-controlled cases—but modern topographical surveys of Gutvik. Raoul sat across from her, laptop open, comparing the old charts Madeleine had sent with current satellite imagery.

"The shoreline's changed," he observed, tracing a line with his finger. "See? In 1799, the waterline was here. Now it's thirty meters further out."

"Coastal erosion," Aria agreed. "And sediment deposit from the stream. The whole valley floor has shifted."

"Which means Massieu's directions..." Raoul pulled up a translation of the privateer's letter, the one Madeleine had found in the French archives. "'Forty paces north of the monk's stone.' But if the stone has settled, if the ground level has changed..."

"We could be looking in the wrong place entirely." The realization was both frustrating and strangely exciting. This wasn't going to be simple. They couldn't just walk forty paces and start digging. They would need ground-penetrating radar, soil analysis, careful surveying. They would need, in short, exactly what Professor Solberg offered—professional archaeological expertise.

Marte appeared in the doorway, Aria's younger sister freshly showered from her own farm work, hair damp and smelling of shampoo. "You're still at it?"

"Can't help it," Aria admitted. "Come spring, we'll only have one chance. Need to get it right."

Marte pulled up a chair, studying the maps with the practical eye of someone who'd lived on Leka her entire life. "Munkesteinen—the monk's stone. You know the legend?"

"Tell me."

"Old story. Probably nonsense, but old families remember." Marte pointed to a spot on the map. "They say Irish monks came here in the 800s, before the Vikings. They built a chapel, small thing, stone and peat. The stone they used as an altar—that's Munkesteinen. When the chapel collapsed, the stone remained. It's been there over a thousand years."

"Is it marked?" Raoul asked, suddenly intent.

"Not officially. But locals know. It's..." Marte frowned, trying to remember. "It's got a cross carved in it. Celtic style, very old. Half-buried now, but you can still see the carving if you know where to look."

Aria's pulse quickened. "Can you show us? When the weather clears?"

"Sure. But Aria—" Marte's expression turned serious. "People talk. The whole island knows about your treasure hunt. When spring comes, when you start digging... you'll have an audience. Not all of them friendly."

"We'll have security," Raoul said quietly. "We learned that lesson."

Marte nodded, but her worry didn't fade. "Just... be careful. Gold makes people stupid. Even good people."

After Marte left, heading to her own cottage across the yard, Aria and Raoul sat in the warm kitchen, listening to the old house settle around them. The wind had dropped, and in the sudden stillness, Aria could hear the clock ticking, the refrigerator humming, all the small sounds of domestic life.

"Are you happy?" Raoul asked suddenly.

The question surprised her. "Happy? We're about to—"

"No. Not about the treasure. I mean here. Now. This life."

Aria looked around the kitchen—the same kitchen where her father had sat, where her mother had cooked before cancer took her too soon, where generations of Montgomerys had lived their quiet lives. She'd inherited all of this, the farm and the weight of history, and for months it had felt like a burden. But sitting here with Raoul, planning excavations while the winter rain fell, she realized something had changed.

"Yes," she said, and meant it. "I'm happy."

He smiled, that rare full smile that transformed his usually serious face. "Good. Because I am too."

They sat together until the fire burned low, talking of ordinary things—farm improvements needed, friends to visit, books to read. The treasure would wait. The gold would wait. Right now, in this warm kitchen on this wild island, they had everything they needed.

Outside, the night deepened over Gutvik marsh, and beneath the cold earth, gold and secrets waited with the patience of centuries.
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CHAPTER 2: BUREAUCRATIC MAZE
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The Directorate for Cultural Heritage occupied a modern building in Trondheim, all glass and steel efficiency. Aria felt underdressed in her practical farm clothes as she and Raoul entered the lobby, their boots still muddy despite their best efforts to clean them in the car.

"Ready?" Raoul asked, his hand warm on the small of her back.

"No," Aria admitted. "But let's do it anyway."

The meeting was scheduled for ten o'clock. They were fifteen minutes early, which meant fifteen minutes of sitting in uncomfortable chairs, watching bureaucrats hurry past with coffee and folders, all looking terribly important and busy.

Professor Solberg arrived exactly on time, accompanied by Adrian and two younger people Aria didn't recognize—graduate students, she guessed, from their eager expressions and NTNU hoodies.

"Ms. Montgomery, Mr. Beaumont." Solberg shook their hands firmly. "May I introduce Silje Haugen and Thomas Andersen? They'll be on the excavation team if we get approval."

The students practically vibrated with excitement. Silje, a woman in her mid-twenties with blonde hair pulled back in a practical bun, couldn't stop smiling. "This is such an honor. I wrote my thesis on Norwegian privateering—this is literally my dream project."

Thomas, darker and quieter, nodded agreement. "I've been studying maritime archaeology since undergrad. To actually work on a verified privateer site..."

Their enthusiasm was infectious, and Aria felt some of her nervousness ease. These weren't bureaucrats trying to steal her family's story. They were researchers who cared about the history as much as she did.

A receptionist appeared, professionally cheerful. "Dr. Solberg's party? They're ready for you. Conference room 3B."

The conference room was large and impersonal, dominated by a long table surrounded by too many chairs. Already seated were four officials, their name placards arranged with bureaucratic precision:

KARI SVENDSEN - Environmental Protection LARS JOHANSEN - Cultural Heritage Director PER OLSEN - Maritime Archaeology Department DR. ELEANOR WHITFIELD - British Museum (via video conference)

Eleanor Whitfield's face appeared on the large screen at the room's end, her grey hair perfectly coiffed despite the early hour in London. Aria recognized her from previous correspondence—professional, precise, and absolutely determined to secure British interests in any find.

"Ms. Montgomery," Whitfield said coolly through the speakers. "Mr. Beaumont. Shall we begin?"

Lars Johansen, a man in his sixties with the patient expression of someone who'd survived countless bureaucratic battles, opened a folder. "We've reviewed your permit application, cross-referenced it with Professor Solberg's proposal, and consulted with relevant authorities. There are... complications."

"Aren't there always," Raoul murmured, too quietly for the officials to hear.

Johansen either didn't notice or chose to ignore it. "First, the environmental concerns. The Gutvik marsh is a protected wetland habitat. Ms. Svendsen?"

Kari Svendsen was younger than Aria expected, perhaps forty, with sharp eyes and sharper questions. "The marsh supports several endangered plant species, provides habitat for nesting birds, and functions as a critical water filtration system for the surrounding ecosystem. Any excavation will cause disruption. We need comprehensive environmental impact assessment before approval."

"We've prepared preliminary documentation," Professor Solberg said smoothly, sliding papers across the table. "Proposed excavation footprint, seasonal timing to avoid nesting periods, soil remediation plans, and post-excavation restoration protocols."

Svendsen scanned the documents, her expression unreadable. "This is... actually quite thorough."

"We take environmental responsibility seriously," Solberg said. "NTNU has strict protocols for field work in sensitive areas."

"Second issue," Johansen continued. "The British claim. Dr. Whitfield?"

On screen, Whitfield leaned forward. "The S/S Aurora was British registry, owned by British merchants, carrying cargo belonging to British interests. Any treasure recovered from Aurora or taken from it by privateers remains, legally, British property under international maritime law."

Aria felt heat rise in her cheeks. "The Aurora was engaged in illegal slave trade and arms smuggling. The cargo was stolen. The ship attacked Norwegian waters—"

"Norwegian waters in 1798 were Danish-Norwegian union territory," Whitfield interrupted smoothly. "The legal jurisdiction is complex. However, my institution is prepared to be reasonable. We're proposing joint custody—artifacts split between British Museum and Norwegian institutions, with proper compensation for the Montgomery family as discoverers."

"How generous," Raoul said, his tone carefully neutral.

"It's more than generous, Mr. Beaumont. It's the best offer you'll receive. The alternative is years of litigation with no guarantee of access to any finds."

Johansen cleared his throat. "Which brings us to the third issue—academic oversight. Mr. Olsen?"

Per Olsen, the maritime archaeology representative, looked more interested in the historical aspects than the political ones. "From our perspective, this site has tremendous research value. Professor Solberg's preliminary proposal is excellent. We support NTNU involvement. However, we require that all excavation follows proper archaeological methodology, that all finds are properly catalogued and preserved, and that results are published in peer-reviewed journals. This isn't a treasure hunt—it's a scientific investigation."

"We understand," Aria said quickly, before anyone could suggest otherwise. "That's why we approached Professor Solberg. We want this done right."

"Good." Olsen smiled slightly. "Then we have common ground."

The meeting continued for two more hours, grinding through details of permits, protocols, insurance, liability, storage, publication rights, and a dozen other minutiae that made Aria's head spin. Raoul took notes, his detective's training serving him well in navigating bureaucratic language. Professor Solberg negotiated calmly, finding compromises when positions seemed intractable.

Finally, as noon approached, Johansen gathered his papers. "Here's what I can offer. Conditional approval for excavation beginning April 15th, subject to final environmental assessment and British Museum agreement. Excavation limited to six months, with option to extend pending findings. NTNU oversight required. All finds to be stored at designated facilities. Ownership to be determined by courts, but Montgomery family retains rights to family documents and reasonable compensation."

"And the British claim?" Whitfield asked from the screen.

"Subject to negotiation. But I suggest compromise—joint exhibition at British Museum and Norwegian Maritime Museum, with touring possibilities. Both nations benefit from the historical significance."

Whitfield considered this, her expression calculating. "I'll need to consult with my board. But preliminarily... acceptable."

Aria looked at Raoul, saw her own relief reflected in his eyes. It wasn't perfect—they wouldn't own the treasure, wouldn't have complete control. But they could dig. They could find answers. They could complete Lawrence Montgomery's story.

"We accept," she said.

Johansen nodded. "Excellent. We'll draft formal agreements. Professor Solberg, your office will coordinate with Ms. Svendsen on environmental protocols. We'll need weekly reports once excavation begins. Any questions?"

A thousand questions, Aria thought. But the main one—would they get permission—had been answered.

"When will we have final approval?" Raoul asked.

"Paperwork moves slowly. But if all goes well... mid-March. Giving you a month to prepare before the April start date."

They celebrated with lunch at a small café near the waterfront, the graduate students' excitement finally unleashed now that official business was concluded.

"This is going to be amazing," Silje said, practically bouncing in her seat. "A real privateer site! Do you know how rare this is? Most treasure legends turn out to be myths. But you have documentation, historical evidence, actual finds from Risveret—"

"Easy," Adrian cautioned with a smile. "We haven't found anything yet."

"But we will!" Thomas insisted. "Massieu's letter, Morancourt's confession—the gold is there. We just have to find it."

Professor Solberg, more measured, swirled wine in his glass. "The gold may be there. 226 years is a long time. Coastal erosion, soil shifts, theft—many factors could have moved or removed it. We must prepare for that possibility."

"You think it's gone?" Aria asked, trying to keep disappointment from her voice.

"I think we'll find something," Solberg said carefully. "Whether it's all the gold, some of the gold, or just archaeological context... that remains to be seen. But whatever we find will be valuable—if not monetarily, then historically."

It was the right thing to say, the professional thing to say. But Aria heard the caution behind it. Don't get your hopes up. Don't assume. Don't let treasure fever cloud judgment.

"Tell us about the environmental protocols," Raoul said, steering conversation to practical matters.

Solberg brightened. "Actually quite interesting. We'll use ground-penetrating radar first—non-invasive, gives us subsurface images without disturbing soil. Then careful excavation in grid patterns, documenting every layer. We'll have biologists on site monitoring plant species, ensuring we don't damage critical habitat. Post-excavation, we'll replant native vegetation, restore water flow patterns—the marsh should recover within two years."

"Expensive," Raoul observed.

"Very. Equipment, personnel, environmental mitigation—we're looking at three million kroner minimum."

Aria nearly choked on her coffee. "Three million? How—"

"NTNU has grants," Solberg said calmly. "Plus, I've secured funding from Norwegian Research Council. And if we find significant artifacts, the museum consortium will contribute. Don't worry—funding is my problem, not yours."

"What do you get out of this?" Aria asked bluntly. "Besides academic glory?"

Solberg smiled. "Academic glory is quite sufficient. This project will generate papers for years, secure my department's reputation, give these students"—he gestured at Silje and Thomas—"career-making experience. Plus, frankly, it's fascinating. I've spent twenty years studying Norwegian maritime history. To actually touch artifacts from 1798, to walk in the footsteps of privateers... Ms. Montgomery, you're offering me the professional opportunity of my life. The question isn't what I get—it's what I can contribute."

The sincerity in his voice was unmistakable. This wasn't about stealing her thunder. This was about shared passion for history, for truth, for the story that connected past and present.

"Thank you," Aria said quietly. "For understanding what this means."

"Oh, I understand." Solberg's expression turned serious. "You're not just looking for gold. You're looking for your ancestor, for proof he existed, for validation that your family's story matters. I get that. My grandmother used to tell stories about her grandfather, a fisherman who supposedly survived a shipwreck in 1876. No proof, just family legend. When I found his name in a ship's register years later... it changed everything. Suddenly he was real, not just a story. That's what you're seeking. I'll do everything I can to help you find it."

The drive back to Leka took three hours, the winter landscape sliding past in shades of grey and white. Raoul drove while Aria dozed, exhausted by the emotional intensity of the meeting. She woke as they reached the ferry, the familiar rhythm of crossing the sound pulling her back to consciousness.

"How are you feeling?" Raoul asked as they drove off the ferry onto Leka proper.

"Overwhelmed. Relieved. Terrified." Aria rubbed her eyes. "Is this really happening?"

"Looks like it. April 15th, we start digging."

"If the environmental assessment passes."

"It will. Solberg knows what he's doing."

They drove in silence for a while, the narrow road winding between bare fields and stone walls. Leka in winter was austere, beautiful in its starkness. Home, in a way Aria had never expected when she first arrived to claim her inheritance.

"Raoul?" she said suddenly. "What if we don't find anything?"

He didn't answer immediately, navigating a tricky turn before responding. "Then we don't. The world continues. We have the farm, we have each other, we have the story we've already uncovered. The gold would be... bonus."

"But—"

"But nothing. Aria, listen." He pulled over at a scenic overlook, turning to face her. "I've seen what treasure hunting does to people. I've investigated enough theft, enough murder, enough obsession to know the danger. If you need to find the gold to be happy, to feel complete, to validate your existence—then we should stop now. Before it destroys us."

The words hit hard because they were true. She'd seen the obsession in her own mirror, felt it pulling at her late at night. The need to know, to find, to prove.

"I don't need it," she said slowly, testing the words. "But I want it. I want to finish what Lawrence started. I want to understand what happened."

"Wanting is fine. Needing is dangerous. Can you tell the difference?"

Could she? Aria looked out at the grey sea, the rocky shore, the harsh beauty of her adopted home. She thought of her father, who'd worked this land his whole life without ever seeking treasure. She thought of Lawrence Montgomery, who'd survived a shipwreck and built a new life from nothing. She thought of all the ordinary people who'd lived and died without ever making headlines or discovering gold.

"Yes," she said finally. "I can tell the difference. And if we find nothing, I'll be disappointed. But I'll survive. We'll survive."

Raoul nodded, satisfied. "Then we go forward. Carefully. Together."

"Together," Aria agreed.

He pulled back onto the road, and they drove the final kilometers home as the short winter day faded into early darkness. The farmhouse lights were welcoming, and Marte had left dinner warming in the oven—a kindness that made Aria's throat tight.

That night, after eating and showering and completing all the mundane tasks that made up life, Aria stood once more at the window, looking toward Gutvik. But this time, instead of impatience, she felt something closer to peace.

April would come. The permits would arrive. They would dig carefully, professionally, respectfully. And whatever they found—gold or nothing, answers or mystery—she would face it with Raoul beside her and her family's history finally, truly, known.

The waiting had changed. It was no longer torture but preparation. The next chapter of Lawrence Montgomery's story was about to be written, and Aria Montgomery would be there to write it.

—  —
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CHAPTER 3: THE PROPOSAL
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February arrived with marginally better weather—which in Leka terms meant the rain was merely heavy rather than torrential, and the wind only occasionally threatened to tear the roof off. Aria had learned to appreciate small mercies.

She was in the barn, forking hay into the feeding troughs, when Adrian's car splashed up the muddy drive. He emerged wearing a waterproof jacket that had clearly seen better days, his hair immediately plastered to his head despite the short sprint from car to barn.

"Lovely weather," he called cheerfully.

"Typical," Aria replied, continuing her work. The cattle shifted and lowed, steam rising from their bodies in the cold air. "What brings you out from Trondheim?"

"Professor Solberg sends his regards. And a proposal." Adrian produced a folder from beneath his jacket, miraculously dry. "He asked me to deliver it personally. Thought it deserved face-to-face discussion."

Aria set down the pitchfork, wiping her hands on her jeans. "Come up to the house. I'll make coffee."

They dashed through the rain to the farmhouse, where Raoul was working at the kitchen table, laptop open, surrounded by papers. He'd been corresponding with his old colleagues in French police, keeping connections alive, maintaining the network that had served them well during the autumn's crisis.

"Adrian!" Raoul stood to shake hands. "Good to see you. How's the dive equipment coming?"

"Stored and ready. I've been servicing the gear, checking tanks, making sure everything's in top condition. We'll be ready when excavation starts." Adrian accepted coffee gratefully, warming his hands on the mug.

"So what's the proposal?" Aria asked, settling at the table.

Adrian opened the folder, spreading papers between them. "Solberg's been thinking about logistics. NTNU can provide equipment, students, academic oversight—that's all confirmed. But there's a gap in funding. The university grants cover basics, but not everything we'll need. Particularly not the extensive environmental mitigation Svendsen is requiring."

"How much of a gap?" Raoul asked, his tone carefully neutral.

"About 1.5 million kroner."

Aria felt her stomach drop. "That's... significant."

"It is. Which is why Solberg has been negotiating with a museum consortium—Norwegian Maritime Museum, Bergen Museum, a few smaller institutions. They've offered to cover the shortfall."

"In exchange for?" Raoul's detective instincts were showing.

"Exhibition rights, primarily. First access to any significant finds. They want to create a major exhibition about Norwegian privateering, using our discoveries as centerpiece. Plus publication rights for educational materials, catalog sales, that sort of thing."

"So they'd own what we find?" Aria asked.

"No," Adrian said carefully. "Ownership is still being negotiated with British Museum and Norwegian state. But the consortium would have first rights to display, study, and publish findings. You'd retain rights to family documents, personal artifacts, and reasonable compensation if valuable items are found. But the gold, if we find it, would belong to museums and state, not individuals."

The kitchen was quiet except for rain drumming on the roof and the old clock ticking. Aria found herself staring at the folder, at the neat bureaucratic language that would determine the fate of her family's treasure.

"Tell me honestly," she said to Adrian. "If I say no, if I refuse the consortium funding, can we still do the excavation?"

Adrian hesitated, which was answer enough. But he spelled it out anyway. "Not properly. We could do a small-scale operation, maybe three or four weeks, limited area. But we wouldn't have the equipment or personnel for thorough work. We'd likely miss most of whatever's there. And without museum backing, the permits might not come through at all—bureaucrats like partnerships with established institutions."

"So it's take the deal or give up entirely," Raoul summarized.

"Essentially, yes."

Aria stood, needing to move, to think. She walked to the window, watching rain wash down the glass. Outside, the February landscape was bleak—bare trees, grey skies, winter refusing to release its grip. But spring would come. April would come. The question was whether she'd be ready when it did.

"Can I see the contract?" she asked.

Adrian slid it across the table. It was dense with legal language, but Raoul helped translate it into plain terms: The consortium would fund remaining excavation costs. In exchange, they received first exhibition rights for ten years, publication rights for educational materials, and 70% of any artifacts found. Aria and Raoul would receive 10%, designated as "family heritage items and documents." The remaining 20% would go to British Museum as part of the compromise with Whitfield.

"What counts as family heritage items?" Aria asked.

"Anything directly connected to Montgomery family history," Adrian explained. "Letters, journals, personal effects. The gold itself wouldn't qualify—that's historical artifact, not personal property. But if we found, say, Lawrence Montgomery's journal, or a locket belonging to Josephine Delacroix, those would be yours."

Which meant the things Aria actually cared about—the story, the personal connection, the proof of her family's existence—she could keep. The gold, the monetary value, the treasure-hunt romance—that would belong to museums and tourists and academic papers.

"Let me talk to my team," Aria said slowly.

"Team?" Adrian looked confused.

"Raoul. Marte. Oddvar. The people who've been with me through this. I need their input."

That evening, they gathered around the kitchen table—the same table where Aria's father had sat, where generations of Montgomerys had made decisions about farm and family. There was something fitting about discussing the treasure here, in this room that had witnessed so much ordinary life.

Marte arrived first, shaking off rain and hanging her wet coat by the door. "This better be important. I was watching a good film."

"Sorry," Aria said. "But yeah, it's important."

Oddvar came next, stomping snow from his boots with the precision of long practice. "Getting colder. Might get proper winter yet."

They settled with coffee and the remnants of a cake Marte had baked—chocolate and entirely too good for Aria's self-control. Adrian laid out the proposal again, explaining the terms clearly.

"So they want the gold," Oddvar summarized bluntly. "And you get what—a pat on the head and some old papers?"

"Essentially," Raoul agreed.

"That's bollocks," Marte said. "Aria found it. It's her family's treasure. Why should museums get it?"

"Because we can't afford to dig it up ourselves," Aria said quietly. "Because we need their money, their equipment, their expertise. Because without them, we get nothing at all."

"Then get nothing," Marte said fiercely. "Don't let them rob you."

"It's not robbery if we agree to it," Raoul pointed out.

"Isn't it?" Marte turned to her sister. "Aria, you nearly died last autumn. You've spent months researching, planning, preparing. This is your discovery, your family, your story. And they want to take it and put it in a museum with a little placard that says 'discovered by' in tiny letters. That's not fair."

"Life's not fair," Oddvar said, his gravelly voice cutting through Marte's passion. "Question isn't what's fair. Question is what's smart. And smart is taking the deal."

"Why?" Marte challenged.

"Because." Oddvar leaned forward, his weathered hands flat on the table. "I've lived seventy-three years on this island. I've seen treasure hunters come and go. Metal detector hobbyists, amateur archaeologists, people with wild theories and wilder dreams. You know what they all have in common? They find nothing. Because real excavation—proper, legal, successful excavation—requires money and expertise and connections that ordinary people don't have."

He turned to Aria. "You're not ordinary. You've got the documentation, the research, the proof. You've got a real chance to find real treasure. But only if you accept that finding it and owning it are different things. Take the deal. Find the gold. Tell the story. Let the museums have the metal—you'll have something better."

"What's better than gold?" Marte asked.

"The truth," Aria said softly, realizing it even as she spoke. "Proof that Lawrence Montgomery existed, that he survived, that our family's story is real. That's worth more than any amount of gold."

"Is it?" Marte looked skeptical.

"To me, yes." Aria met her sister's eyes. "Look, I understand your anger. I'm angry too. But Oddvar's right—we can't do this alone. And if the choice is between finding the treasure but sharing it, or not finding it at all... I choose finding it."

"Even if you don't get to keep it?"

"Even then."

Raoul had been quiet throughout, watching the discussion with his detective's assessment. Now he spoke. "There's another consideration. Security. Last autumn taught us that treasure attracts dangerous people. Professional criminals, collectors who don't care about laws, opportunists looking for easy money. If we find the gold and try to keep it private, we'll have a target on our backs forever. But if museums take it, if it's public and legal and properly protected—we're safer."

That argument seemed to penetrate Marte's defenses. She'd been there for the attack, had helped Aria hide, had seen the aftermath. She knew the danger wasn't theoretical.

"Fine," she said finally. "Take the deal. But Aria—make sure you get what you need. Don't let them erase you from your own story."

"I won't," Aria promised.

They talked for another hour, going through the contract line by line. Raoul, with his legal experience from police work, caught several potential issues. Adrian took notes, promising to relay concerns to Professor Solberg.

Finally, as the evening grew late and the conversation wound down, Adrian gathered his papers. "I'll tell Solberg you're agreeable in principle, but you want some contract modifications. He'll work with you—he's not trying to cheat you, honestly. He just wants to make this happen."

After Adrian left, after Marte and Oddvar said their goodnights and headed home through the rain, Aria and Raoul sat together in the quiet kitchen.

"Regrets?" Raoul asked.

"Probably. Eventually." Aria smiled tiredly. "But not tonight. Tonight I feel like we're actually moving forward."

"We are. April 15th. Two months."

Two months. Sixty days. It suddenly seemed very close.

"Are you ready?" Aria asked.

"No," Raoul admitted. "But I'll be there anyway."

She leaned against him, drawing comfort from his solid presence. Outside, the February storm raged, but inside was warm and safe and home. They had each other, they had a plan, and in two months, they would start digging into the past to uncover the future.

Whatever they found, they would face it together.

—  —
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CHAPTER 4: SHADOWS WATCHING
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Raoul noticed the car on Tuesday.

It was parked at the overlook point three kilometers from the farm—nothing unusual about that. Tourists stopped there sometimes, even in winter, to photograph the dramatic coastline. But tourists didn't sit in their cars for three hours in freezing rain, and they didn't have telephoto lenses pointed at the Gutvik marsh.

He didn't mention it to Aria. Not yet. Could be nothing—a birdwatcher, a photographer, someone simply lost in thought. But twenty years in law enforcement had trained him to trust his instincts, and his instincts were screaming.

The car was gone when he checked that evening. But the next morning, it was back. Different location this time—pulled off the road near Oddvar's farm, half-hidden behind a copse of wind-bent trees. Same make and model: a grey Volvo sedan, unremarkable except for the way it didn't belong.

Raoul grabbed his phone and snapped a photo, zooming in on the license plate. Oslo registration. A long way from home.

"Going somewhere?" Aria asked as he pulled on his jacket.

"Just checking the northern fence line. Oddvar mentioned some posts were loose."

The lie came easily, smoothly—a necessary deception to avoid worrying her unnecessarily. If this was nothing, no point in causing alarm. If it was something... well, he'd handle it quietly.

He took the farm truck, driving slowly along the muddy track that skirted their property. The Volvo remained motionless as he passed, windows slightly fogged. He couldn't see inside clearly, but he noted the antenna configuration—not standard. Modified. Possibly for radio equipment.

At Oddvar's farm, he found the old farmer in his barn, repairing a harness.

"Got a visitor," Raoul said without preamble. "Grey Volvo, parked on the road near your southern boundary."

Oddvar's hands stilled. "Seen him. Been there since dawn."

"Noticed anyone else? Strange cars, unfamiliar faces?"

"There was someone at the village shop yesterday. City clothes, asking questions about the Montgomery farm. Kjellaug told him to mind his own business." Oddvar set down the harness. "You thinking what I'm thinking?"

"Someone's watching us." Raoul pulled out his phone, showing the license plate photo. "Can you ask around? See if anyone recognizes this car?"

"Will do. You telling Aria?"

"Not until I know more. No point worrying her over what might be nothing."

But it wasn't nothing. Raoul knew it in his bones.

He spent the afternoon doing what he'd been trained to do—surveillance of the surveillant. The Volvo moved twice more, always maintaining visual line to either the farm or Gutvik marsh. Whoever was inside was professional: varied positions, never stayed too long in one spot, used natural cover.
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