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Prologue
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The sea never sleeps. Even when the surface lies mirror-smooth beneath a pale spring moon, the depths conceal currents, secrets, and memories of lives long vanished. On the coast of Trondelag, where land meets sea in a tumble of reefs and islets, people have always lived with their eyes fixed on the horizon—and their backs turned to the storms rolling in from the west.

It is here, on the island of Leka, that this story begins.

Or perhaps it began generations ago, when a foreign ship foundered in a storm, leaving behind more than wreckage and legends. Perhaps it started with a father’s promise to his daughter—that her inheritance would include not just land, but dreams, losses, and hope.

Aria grew up with the sea as a neighbor and adventure as a constant companion. She learned early to read maps and interpret the wind, to know the difference between fear and respect. Her father, Elias, spoke of lost ships, vanished gold, and sailors who never returned. But he also taught her that the most important discovery is not always what you find, but what you dare to seek.

Now Aria was an adult, and the responsibility for farm and family rested heavily on her shoulders. But beneath the daily rhythms—beneath the scent of silage and the lowing of cattle—unease stirred. The sea had not been forgotten. The past could not stay buried.

When an old letter surfaced, written by a father who knew his time was running out, Aria faced a choice: follow duty, or follow her dream?

Far out at Risveret, where currents tear and depths grow dark, answers waited. But she would not search alone. Others had caught wind of the treasure, and not all harbored good intentions. Rivals, bureaucrats, and old enemies gathered in the shadows, and soon the hunt became about more than gold—it became about life and death, about who would own the story and who would pay the price for unearthing it.

This is a story of inheritance and the sea, of loss and courage, of a woman who must find her place between two worlds. This is about venturing further than others and ensuring our identity endures.

For the sea gives back to those who seek with the heart.

But it also takes its toll.
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Chapter 1: The Promise

March 15, 2026 - Leka Island, Norway
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Aria sat alone in her room the night before the dive. Outside, the last remnants of winter clung to the northern slopes, but spring was winning. Through her window, she could see ice still gripping the shadows while green grass emerged wherever sunlight touched. It had been eight months since France—fourteen months since her world had tilted on its axis and refused to right itself.

She rested her hands on the old wooden chest left by her father, the one that always smelled of salt and leather. The brass clasp felt cold beneath her fingers as she lifted the lid. Inside, wrapped in oilcloth, lay a folded notebook. The pages had yellowed with time, edges soft as fabric. She turned them carefully, pausing at childish drawings of ships and treasure chests, crude maps marking X’s in crayon.

Then she found the letter—written to herself at age ten, the handwriting large and earnest:

One day I’ll find what my dad was looking for. I’m going to dive deeper than anyone else, and I’m going to make sure no one forgets who we are.

She traced the words with one finger. That determined little girl seemed both impossibly distant and achingly present. What would she think, seeing Aria now? Would she recognize the woman who’d inherited her promise?

Aria closed the notebook and set it aside. Through the medallion beneath her shirt, she felt the faint chill of metal against her skin. Pour l’amour et l’honneur. For love and honor. Father had pressed it into her palm the last time they’d stood together on the shore, his hands already trembling with illness. “This connects you to everything that came before,” he’d said. “And everything still waiting to be found.”

She stood and moved to the window, pressing her forehead against the cold glass. Dawn was still an hour away, but already the horizon wore a thin line of silver. Below, the sea murmured against the rocks—patient, eternal, full of secrets.
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Leka: The Legacy Beneath Your Feet
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The name itself tasted of salt and wind, carved from stone and sea spray. For Aria, the island had never been simply a location on a map but the very foundation of who she was. She’d grown up with mountains standing guard, the sea as her neighbor, and stories of those who’d come before—people who’d lived and died here, who’d left traces in both earth and stone.

Standing in the farmyard at home, she didn’t just see barn and outbuildings. She saw Lekamoya rising in the distance, the distinctive rock formation that had given the island its name and legend. She saw the reddish-yellow mountains, colored by serpentinite and olivine—rock that had once been seabed, thrust up from the depths millions of years ago.

Her father used to say that Leka was a piece of America, that the island carried secrets from a time when the world looked different. “We walk on ancient seabed every day,” he’d told her, and Aria had learned early to read the landscape as a map of both past and present.

She remembered trips to Solsemhula, the cave with ancient paintings. As a child, she’d sat on the stone floor and traced her fingers over faded figures, trying to imagine who’d drawn them and why. She’d discovered Viking graves at Skeisnesset, learned that Herlaugshaugen marked burial sites of ancient kings and warriors buried with swords and gold. And she’d heard the story of Svanhild—the girl carried away by an eagle and found alive in the mountains, proof that Leka was a place where the impossible could happen.

For Aria, Leka was more than background scenery. It was the inheritance she carried—not just in her blood but in her bones, in the way she read weather and felt wind. Here she’d learned to cycle on gravel roads between red mountains, to climb rock formations found nowhere else in Norway, to recognize the cry of sea eagles and the smell of kelp after storms. Here she’d learned to be both small and large—small before nature’s forces, large in the knowledge that she was part of something stretching back through time and forward into an unknown future.

As she stood on the threshold of this new chapter, she felt the island’s pull. Not just as an anchor, but as a promise. Leka wasn’t simply where she came from—it was where she always returned, no matter where adventure led her.

Because beneath her feet lay not only earth and stone, but layer upon layer of stories. Some had already been told. Others waited, undiscovered. And it was probably here, among reddish mountains and ancient legends, that she would find the answer to who she was—and who she could become.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


The First Time
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Aria’s earliest memory of the shore was vivid even now: she’d been six, wearing boots three sizes too large, insisting on carrying her own small backpack. Father had walked ahead with long, confident strides while she’d hurried behind, eager to find shells and stones glittering in sunlight. They’d searched for traces in sand—small crabs and hidden treasures among seaweed and kelp.

Father had pointed toward the horizon. “Do you see, Aria? The sea hides everything, but it gives back to those who seek with the heart.”

Later, hunched over an old nautical chart in the kitchen, he’d taught her to read symbols, shown her where shipping lanes ran, where old wrecks lay. She’d loved hearing him talk about storms, about ships that vanished, about messages in bottles and secret codes. Once, after an autumn gale, they’d found a bottle together. Though the paper inside had nearly disintegrated, it still revealed a name and a year.

Father had smiled. “The sea’s way of sending greetings from the past.”

She also remembered evenings in the living room, firelight dancing over walls, Father telling family stories. About her great-grandfather who’d been a pilot. About her great-great-grandmother who’d rowed out alone in a storm to save sheep. “We’re sea people,” he’d said. “We carry the ocean in our blood, Aria. That’s why you’ll always want to go out.”

Now, sitting in her darkened room with dawn approaching, Aria felt loss tug at her chest. She missed his voice, the certainty in his eyes, the way he’d always made her believe anything was possible. She thought about the promise she’d made to herself as a child—that one day she would find what Father had been seeking, that she would dive deeper than anyone, that no one would forget their name.

She touched the medallion through her shirt. The metal felt warm against her skin, but she remembered how cold it had felt that day on the shore when Father pressed it into her palm. Pour l’amour et l’honneur. That ten-year-old girl who’d written the promise in her notebook—she was still there, still waiting for Aria to keep her word.

Aria closed her eyes and let memories wash over her like waves against shore. Out in the darkness, the sea waited.

She would never stop searching.
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Below Sea Level The Dive - 10:47 AM
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Aria Montgomery checked the dive computer on her wrist: 42.3 meters. She breathed slowly, deliberately, felt the cold pressure of the sea against her cheek. She wasn’t a beginner—over three hundred logged dives, several on demanding wrecks in the Bay of Biscay and North Sea. But this felt different.

This was home. This was the inheritance.

The water around her showed green and murky, visibility perhaps four meters. Kelp forests swayed in the strong current that always tore around Risveret. She’d planned the dive carefully: maximum depth forty-two meters, no decompression stops required, air reserve of at least fifty bars before ascent. Though she carried two nitrox tanks, she knew there was little margin for error.

She’d gone through the checklist with Adrian before entering the water. Everything had been in order.

Still, when she saw the metallic glimmer between the kelp, she nearly forgot everything. Not modern aluminum or steel. Something else. Something old.

She signaled to Adrian, ten meters behind her, and pointed downward. He replied with a clear “Okay” sign, but she saw his hesitation. The current grew stronger, pushing her bubbles sideways.

She checked her time: eighteen minutes down. She’d set twenty-five minutes as the absolute limit for bottom time at this depth.

Adrian’s voice crackled through the comm system, distorted by water. “Aria, the current’s picking up. We should consider turning back. You’ve been down long enough.”

“I see something,” she replied, keeping her voice steady. “Five meters down. I’ll check it, then surface.”

“Aria, this isn’t the time to take chances. We don’t have a backup diver in the water. You know the procedures.”

“Two minutes,” she said, already kicking downward.

She grabbed a rock to counteract the current, felt sinus pressure build as her body reacted to the cold water. She was approaching the limit of what standard sports diving equipment could handle. But she’d trained for this. Years of preparation, hundreds of dives—all leading to this moment.

At forty-three meters, she saw it clearly. A cannon. Bronze, encrusted with marine growth but unmistakable in its shape. She reached out, touched the cold metal, felt centuries beneath her fingertips.

S/S Aurora. The British merchant vessel.

Her father’s obsession. Her inheritance. Here.

She wanted to shout, to cry, to stay forever in this moment. Instead, she took photographs with the underwater camera, noted the position on her dive computer, and began her ascent.

She’d practiced this—never hold your breath, never rise too fast. Nine meters per minute, just as she’d learned. But the current was fierce. She used both hands to pull herself up along a stone ridge, felt her muscles begin to cramp from cold and exertion.

Then the air supply stopped.

She checked the pressure gauge: 10 bars. Empty.

Training took over. She signaled distress to Adrian, now only meters away. He reacted immediately, swimming toward her, grabbing her vest, offering his spare regulator. She took it, breathed in—air, blessed air.

They rose together, slowly, controlled. Adrian kept a firm grip on her arm, checking her computer regularly. She tried to signal that she was okay, but she knew she’d pushed the limit. They made a safety stop at six meters, just long enough to avoid decompression sickness, before breaking the surface.

The boat—M/S Ocean Explorer—drew closer. Raoul stood on deck, face white.

Adrian helped her up the ladder. She collapsed on deck, breathing heavily.

“What happened?” Raoul asked, voice trembling.

“The current,” she managed, still catching her breath. “Pulled me deeper. I ran out of air.”

Adrian looked at her seriously. “You took a hell of a risk, Aria. This could have gone very wrong. The visibility was terrible today—we should have surfaced earlier.”

She nodded, felt tears pressing behind her eyes. “I know. But I found the cannon. The ship is down there.”

Raoul put his arm around her. “You’re alive. That’s what matters.”

She looked at them both. “I know. I promise—no more solo stunts. Not at this depth.”
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Two Hours Later
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Back at Leka, in the small house Adrian had rented near the harbor, they sat around the kitchen table. The map of Risveret lay spread before them. Aria had marked it with red marker: a bold X.

“Here,” she said. “Forty-two meters depth. The cannon was here.”

Raoul studied the map. “If the cannon’s there... where’s the rest of the ship?”

“The current may have scattered parts of the wreck,” Adrian said. “But the heavy items—cannons, ballast, hull remains—they should be nearby.”

“And the treasure?” Raoul asked. “If it was aboard, where is it?”

Aria looked out the window toward the sea, toward Risveret. “It’s not there,” she said quietly.

Both men looked at her.

“What do you mean?”

“Legend says the crew came ashore at Gutvik. On the mainland. They buried the treasure before they died or were rescued.”

“So the ship and the treasure are in two different places,” Raoul said slowly.

“Yes. The ship at Risveret. The treasure at Gutvik.” Aria pointed to the map. “Two mysteries. Two locations.”

“But why?” Adrian asked. “Why not bring the treasure ashore immediately?”

“Maybe it was too heavy,” Aria said. “Maybe they had to prioritize. Survive first, retrieve the treasure later.”

“But they never came back.”

“No. Years of war followed. Captain Morancourt might have survived, might have hidden the gold during the march to Trondheim. But the treasure... was forgotten.”

Silence settled over the kitchen.

Raoul placed his hand over Aria’s. “Today could have ended badly.”

“I know.”

“We can’t take such risks again.”

“I know.”

“But you’re going to do it anyway, aren’t you?”

Aria smiled faintly. “Probably.”

He sighed. “Then we need to make it safer. Better equipment. More divers. A support team.”

“That costs money.”

“We’ll find the money.” He looked at Adrian. “What do we need?”

Adrian thought for a moment. “Rebreather equipment. Better lights. Underwater scooters. Additional air tanks. Safety divers. A boat with dynamic positioning. Compressor. Decompression chamber in case someone gets the bends...”

“How much?”

“Two hundred thousand kroner. Maybe three hundred.”

Raoul exhaled. “Okay. I’ll call James. Interpol has budget for... historical findings.”

“This isn’t an Interpol case,” Aria said.

“No. But the Jean-Paul network was interested in this gold. That makes it relevant.” He stood. “I’ll handle it. But Aria—”

“Yes?”

“No more solo operations. Promise me.”

She looked at him, then at Adrian. Both wore worried expressions.

“I promise.”
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Later That Night
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That evening, Aria huddled in a thick wool sweater at the kitchen table. Even after a long, hot shower, her hands still trembled. Outside, darkness had fallen—only a single streetlamp and the distant flash from the lighthouse on Risveret broke the night.

The map lay unfolded on the table, covered with small red and blue markings. Aria had drawn the location where she’d found the cannon, tried to reconstruct currents and depth contours. She knew she should feel elated—she’d found the first physical evidence of the wreck. But all she felt was a mixture of exhaustion, relief, and dawning guilt.

Adrian sat across from her, silent. He’d been unusually quiet after the dive. Now he sat with hands folded around a cup of tea, eyes fixed on the map.

“You took a big chance today,” he said softly, without looking up.

Aria nodded. “I know. I... lost control for a moment. Got too absorbed.”

“It could have gone wrong,” Adrian continued. “You know that. The current out there is unpredictable. And at that depth... there’s no room for error.”

“I know,” she repeated, quieter this time. She looked down at her hands. “I’ve never come that close to running out of air before. I thought I was in control, but suddenly everything was just... green and chaotic.”

Raoul entered from the hallway, dressed in wool thermal wear with wet hair from the shower. He sat beside Aria and placed a hand on her shoulder.

“You’re alive,” he said gently. “That’s what matters. But you have to promise you won’t take such chances again. Not alone.”

Aria met his gaze. She saw the worry there, but also something else—a vulnerability she hadn’t seen before.

“I promise,” she said, and meant it. “No more solo stunts. Not at this depth.”

Silence filled the room. Only the wind whistling around the house’s corners and the faint clink of Adrian’s cup broke the quiet.

“But we found it,” Aria finally said, almost whispering. “The cannon. That’s proof. L’Aurora is down there.”

Adrian nodded, and this time pride colored his voice. “You did the impossible, Aria. But now we need to be smart. Better equipment, more divers, a safety team if we’re going to continue. This isn’t a fairy tale anymore. It’s a project.”

Raoul leaned back, looked out the window. “And we need to prepare for others to learn about the find. When word spreads, people will come. Not everyone with good intentions.”

Aria felt a new wave of unease. She’d always seen the treasure hunt as a personal journey, a way to honor her father’s memory and her family’s history. But now, with the cannon discovered and the near-fatal accident, she understood this was bigger than herself.

“We have to do this right,” she said. “Not just for us, but for history. For Dad.”

Adrian smiled faintly. “That’s why you’re the right person to lead this, Aria. But you also have to take care of yourself.”

She nodded. For the first time that day, she felt a measure of calm. Tired, yes, but also ready for what lay ahead.

She looked at the map again; at the red X she’d drawn.

“This is just the beginning,” she said quietly.

Raoul put his arm around her. “And this time we’re doing it together. All the way.”
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Chapter 2: Six Weeks Earlier

Late January 2026 - Trondheim Airport The Homecoming
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Six weeks earlier, Aria had stood on an entirely different dock. Not at Risveret, prepared for dives with equipment and hope, but at Skei ferry landing, returning home to Leka—and to the news she’d been dreading.

The plane had touched down in Trondheim just after noon. She’d pressed her forehead against the cold window, watching familiar landscape emerge from beneath clouds. She’d been gone eight months—first France, then a winter in Oslo trying to process everything. Now, finally, she was coming home.

But not to celebration. To endings.

The plane’s descent jostled her back to the present. Through the scratched window, she watched Trondheim spread below—modern buildings giving way to farmland, then the familiar rugged coastline. Eight months. She’d been gone eight months, first chasing leads in France, then hiding in Oslo, processing everything that had happened.

Now she was coming home. But not to celebration.

The rental car smelled of air freshener and old cigarettes. Aria threw her bag in the back and drove north, following roads she could navigate blind. Every kilometer brought her closer to what she’d been avoiding, to the conversation she’d never wanted to have.

The ferry from Gutvik to Skei rocked gently in the afternoon swell. She stood on deck, letting salt spray mist her face, watching Leka grow larger on the horizon. The red-yellow mountains glowed in the slanting light. Home. Always home, no matter how far she ran.

The call had come two days ago. Her mother’s voice carefully controlled: “Aria, you need to come home. Your father...” A pause. “The doctors say weeks. Maybe days.”

Cancer. Pancreatic cancer. Diagnosed three months ago—three months he’d kept secret because he “didn’t want to ruin her adventure in France.”

The anger had come first. How dare he make that choice for her? How dare he decide she didn’t deserve to know?

Then guilt. She should have called more. Should have noticed something in his voice during their brief, weekly conversations. Should have been there.

The ferry docked with a heavy thud. Metal ramp scraping concrete. She drove ashore, heart beating too hard and too fast. Every turn up from the harbor felt familiar yet foreign—like returning to a place you’d lived in a dream.

Her mother, Edel, stood on the farmhouse steps, wiping her hands on her apron. Eyes red but dry. “Welcome home, my girl.”

The embrace was fierce. Desperate.

“Where is he?” Aria whispered.

“Living room. He didn’t want to lie in bed. Said he needed to see the fields.”
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Last Days
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The next few days passed in a fog. Aria would later remember them as fragments—images without context, moments suspended in amber.

Her father in the old leather chair by the window, blanket across his lap despite the May warmth. Thinner than she’d ever seen him. Hands that had seemed so large when she was young now looked fragile, veins prominent beneath paper-thin skin.

“Look,” he said when he saw her, voice weak but eyes bright. “The prodigal daughter returns.”

“Dad.” She crossed the room, knelt beside his chair, kissed his forehead. He smelled of medicine and illness—foreign scents that had no place on the man who’d always smelled of saltwater and engine oil.

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because you needed to live your life, not nurse mine.”

“But—”

“No.” He took her hand, grip weak but firm. “You found it. The medallion. The story. I didn’t want to take that away from you.”

The tears came then, hot and sudden. “I don’t give a damn about the medallion. I care about YOU.”

He smiled—that familiar, gentle smile that had comforted her through childhood nightmares and teenage heartbreaks. “I know. But the treasure... it matters. For the family. For the future.”

Over the following days, she learned the rhythm of hospice care. Morning medications. Afternoon ice chips when he couldn’t swallow. Evening vigils when pain made sleep impossible.

Marte helped when she could, but she was only twenty-one, still finishing school, unprepared for this reality. Aria’s younger siblings—Aksel, Rune, Tea—moved through the house like ghosts, too young to understand but old enough to know something terrible was happening.

One night, around 2 AM, Aria sat beside her father’s chair, both of them watching darkness through the window.

“You should sleep,” her mother said from the doorway.

“I can’t.”

“He’d want—”

“I KNOW what he’d want. But I can’t.” She looked at her mother. “What if... what if he wakes and I’m not here?”

Edel sat beside her, put an arm around her shoulders. “You’re a good daughter.”

“I should have come home earlier.”

“He didn’t want that. He was proud of you. So damn proud.”

Another day—or was it the same day? Time had lost meaning. Her father was awake, eyes clearer than they’d been in days. That final clarity that sometimes comes before the end.

“Aria. Come here.”

She moved to his side, took his hand.

“I have something to say. Important.”

“Dad, you don’t have to—”

“YES.” His voice grew suddenly stronger, definite. “Listen now.”

She held her breath.

“The farm. It’s yours now. Legally. The lawyer has the papers. You take over. Full responsibility.”

“Dad—”

“Hush. Don’t interrupt.” He coughed—painful, rattling. Continued: “Marte’s too young. Aksel, Rune, Tea... they’re children. YOU must take over. Care for them. Care for your mother.”

“I know—”

“And the treasure. Find it. I know you will. I know it calls to you.”

She was crying now, couldn’t help it. “I don’t care about the treasure.”

“Yes, you do. And that’s all right.” He stroked her cheek with trembling fingers. “Find it. For the family. Give us a future where we won’t struggle ourselves to death.”

“But—”

“And Aria?”

“Yes?”

“Live your life. Truly live it. Don’t be like me—lifelong commitment to farming, forgot to actually live.”

“You lived—”

“No. I worked. There’s a difference.” He smiled. “You have Raoul. He’s a good man. Hold onto him.”

“How did you know—?”

“Your mother told me. I’m sick, not blind.” He laughed—low, rasping. “Get married. Have children. Be happy.”

“Dad, I can’t think about that now—”

“No. But one day you will. And when that day comes, remember what I wanted. I wanted you to be happy.”

The end, when it came, arrived on a Wednesday morning in early January.

Aria woke from fitful sleep in the chair beside him. Something felt different. Not wrong exactly. Just... silent.

She opened her eyes.

Her father looked at her. Peaceful. “Good morning, my girl.”

“Good morning, Dad.”

“It’s a beautiful day.”

“Yes.”

“I think...” He paused, looked out the window at fields touched by early light. “I think it’s time.”

Her heart stopped. “No—”

“Yes.” He smiled. “I’m tired, Aria. So tired.”

“Just a little longer—”

“No. I don’t want too anymore. I want to go home.”

“You ARE home.”

“Not this home.” He looked toward the window. Toward fields, sea, sky. “The other one.”

Tears flowed freely now. “I’m not ready.”

“You’re never ready. But it happens anyway.” He closed his eyes. Breathing slower. Weaker. “Thank you,” he whispered. “For everything. Thank you for being my daughter.”

“Daddy—”

“I love you. Tell them.”

His breathing changed. Rattling. Uneven.

Aria gripped his hand. “I love you too, Dad. So much.”

One breath. Two. Three.

Then—one last, small exhalation.

And silence.

Aria sat there, holding his hand, tears falling quietly.

“Goodbye, Dad,” she whispered. “Safe journey home.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


The Funeral February 2026
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Eight days later, Leka Church overflowed with mourners. The entire island had turned out to honor Elias Montgomery—a man known, respected, and loved throughout the community.

Aria stood by the coffin in a black dress, hands folded so tightly her knuckles showed white. She heard the priest speak of life and death and hope, but the words slipped past like distant water. She looked at the coffin—polished wood, brass handles, white lilies—and couldn’t reconcile it with her father. He’d been too alive for this box, too large for this stillness.

Her siblings stood nearby, young faces confused. Too young to fully understand, too old not to feel the weight of loss. Her mother remained upright, strong, but her eyes were hollow.

As the coffin descended into frozen ground, Aria threw a white rose—her father’s favorite—and whispered, “Thank you for everything, Dad. I’ll take care of them. I promise.”

The wake at the farm lasted late into the evening. Neighbors brought food, shared stories, offered condolences. Aria moved through it like an automaton, shaking hands, accepting embraces, saying appropriate things while feeling nothing.

Only when the last guest departed did she allow herself to break—sobbing in the barn where her father had taught her to milk cows, to birth calves, to understand that farming meant caring for things that couldn’t care for themselves.
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The Decision
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Late February 2026. Three weeks after the funeral, life demanded its continuation. Cows didn’t grant mourning leave. Fields required attention. Bills arrived regardless of grief.

Aria felt hollow, burned out—a robot performing necessary functions but nothing more.

Then the lawyer came.

Einar Berg, elderly man with papers in his briefcase, sat at the kitchen table where the family had always gathered for meals. “The deed is ready,” he said. “The farm has legally transferred to you.”

Aria nodded, felt only heaviness.

“There’s... one more thing.” Einar pulled out an old, sealed envelope. “Your father asked me to give this to you after the funeral. He wrote it a month ago.”

With trembling hands, Aria opened the letter. Her father’s handwriting—slightly shaky but clear:

Dear Aria, if you’re reading this, I’m no longer here. Sorry about that.

I know what you’re feeling. Responsible. Guilty. You’re thinking, “I should have been home.” But no. You were where you needed to be. In France. Living your life. Don’t let grief stop you.

I don’t want you abandoning your dreams for my sake.

The treasure. Find it. I know it calls to you. I know you’re wondering, “How can I hunt treasure when Dad just died?” The answer: Because I want you to. Because that’s what I want for you.

Hunt. Find. Be happy.

The farm will survive. Marte and locals will help your mother. But you must live your life.

Find the treasure. Get rich. Or don’t. It doesn’t matter. Just LIVE. Dad

Aria wept—great, heaving sobs that tore free from somewhere deep. Einar waited patiently until she could collect herself.

“He... he wants me to search,” she finally said.

“Yes,” the lawyer replied calmly.

“But how can I? When did he—” She looked at the letter, at the words, and felt something loosen in her chest.

Live. Hunt. Find.

“Okay,” she said quietly. “Okay. I’ll do it.”

“Because that’s what he wanted,” Einar confirmed.
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Preparations March - Early May 2026
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Four weeks after the funeral, days on the farm had begun bleeding together. Aria rose before sunrise, fed animals, checked the milking robot, reviewed accounts with her mother. But she felt like she was existing, not living.

Until she opened her father’s letter again.

Just LIVE.

She called Adrian first. Then Madeleine. Then Raoul.

“I’m doing it,” she told each of them. “The search. I’m finding that ship.”

Planning became her anchor. While running the farm, she researched diving equipment, studied currents around Risveret, and pored over historical documents. She was careful to involve her mother and siblings, ensuring they understood and could support her when she was away.

Much needed organizing: diving equipment checked and supplemented, boat prepared, team assembled for safety and logistics. With each passing day, Aria felt herself waking—finding purpose again.

Through university contacts and local recommendations, she assembled a small team of experienced divers. Most came from Trondheim or Kristiansund—skilled professionals who’d worked archaeological dives before, who understood the demanding conditions around Leka. Ole and Age from the local diving club agreed to help with logistics and local knowledge.

Not a large group. But competent. For now, that would suffice.
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Vernes Airport, Trondheim

[image: ]




The terminal was quiet that morning, the kind of stillness before the day’s rush begins. Aria spotted Madeleine immediately as she emerged from arrivals—impossible to miss the French woman’s elegant posture even in hiking boots and practical jacket, canvas bag over her shoulder and worn leather suitcase trailing behind.

Their eyes met across the sparse crowd. Madeleine’s face broke into a wide smile.

They embraced warmly. Aria felt tension from recent weeks drain away.

“You made it,” Aria said, stepping back.

“Of course I made it.” Madeleine studied her with practiced eyes. “Though you look exhausted, chérie. Have you been sleeping?”

“Running a farm and planning an expedition simultaneously has that effect.” Aria took Madeleine’s bag. “Come. It’s about two hours to Leka. I want to hear everything about Lyon before we dive into maps and coordinates.”

The drive north took them through rolling farmland that gradually steepened. Madeleine watched landscape transform through the window, expression one of quiet wonder.

“I forget how different it is here,” she said. “In France, everything is so... tamed. Here, the mountains look like they’re still deciding whether to let humans stay.”

Aria smiled. “That’s Leka. The island has its own rules. My father used to say the land here remembers everything—every storm, every ship, every life lost to the sea.”

“Which is exactly why I’m here.” Madeleine turned from the window. “Your message about the project—about your father’s letter and the search for Aurora—I couldn’t refuse. This is the kind of work historians dream of.”

“I’m grateful you could come. Adrian’s brilliant with technical aspects, but we need someone who understands historical context, who can help interpret what we find.” Aria paused. “If we find anything.”

“We’ll find something,” Madeleine said with quiet confidence. “Ships don’t just vanish. They leave traces—in documents, in the seabed, in local memory. That’s what I’m here for.”

As they crested the final hill and Leka appeared—distinctive Lekamoya mountain rising like a sentinel, sea stretching endlessly beyond—Madeleine drew a sharp breath.

“Mon Dieu. It’s beautiful. Harsh, but beautiful.”

They pulled into the farm as afternoon sun broke through clouds, casting long shadows across the yard. Marte appeared in the barn doorway, wiping hands on jeans, waving. Aria’s mother emerged from the farmhouse, face lighting up.

After brief introductions and a quick house tour, Aria led Madeleine to their makeshift command center—the old dining room, now covered with maps, nautical charts, and stacks of historical documents.

Adrian was already there, hunched over a laptop. He stood immediately when they entered.

“Dr. Rousseau,” he said, extending his hand. “Your work on French naval archives was invaluable in Brittany. I’m honored to have you on the team.”

Madeleine smiled warmly. “Please, call me Madeleine. And now”—she set down her bag, approached the table, eyes scanning documents with professional hunger— “show me everything you’ve found.”

Over the next hours, as evening settled over Leka, the three pored over charts and theories. Madeleine brought fresh perspectives from French naval records, connecting seemingly random dots. When Raoul arrived later from Paris, the team was complete.

They sat around the kitchen table late into the night, planning strategy, voices low but animated, united by shared sense that they stood on the edge of something extraordinary.
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Two Weeks Later - M/S Ocean Explorer
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Aria stood on deck with Adrian and Raoul, looking toward Risveret where the sea lay dark and restless beneath low clouds. She felt a mixture of fear and anticipation, but also a calm she hadn’t experienced in months.
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