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Prologue
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This is the first book in what will eventually evolve into a trilogy. Here, we meet Aria Montgomery, a woman who hunts for her ancestors' origins. The family legend, handed down through generations, entangles an English merchant ship named S/S Aurora in a dramatic encounter with the French privateer L'enfant de La Patrie, a corvette licensed to hijack other ships.

The French privateer L'enfant de La Patrie is a ship that has existed. Therefore, this part of the story is rooted in actual events, where the French privateer finally met her fate off the coast of Norway on a February day in 1798. In Aria Montgomery's search for her roots, this story is interwoven with real and fictional events from different periods, including our own time.

Also, on board the S/S Aurora was a French-British nobleman who fell in love with a Norwegian noble girl. This romantic relationship became the basis of the genus Montgomery, which now extends over several continents. Aria Montgomery, a Norwegian descendant of this family, is drawn into dramatic events while exploring her family's history in the French coastal town of Escalles.

The family legend, handed down through generations, also claims that the S/S Aurora went down with valuable treasures on board, something Aria seeks to uncover. The story takes the reader back to the 1700s, a sea adventure filled with intrigue, drama, and unexpected twists and turns, but it also sheds light on the events of our own time.

In this first book, we follow Aria on her journey of discovery. She examines her family's history and explores present love and the dark sides of corruption. The reader is drawn into the biggest corruption scandal in the French drug police, witnessing the intense tension surrounding the police investigation, dangerous threats, and shocking revelations.

The reader follows the main characters' fight against corruption through a well-written story. This intertwines with the fateful meeting between L'enfant de La Patrie and S/S Aurora in cold Norwegian waters long ago.

Experience the thrill of following Aria and her sidekicks as they search for evidence of the family's secrets. This captivating story will keep you on the edge of your chair as you follow Aria in her search for truth.
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Chapter 1

Escalles
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Aria Montgomery seemed to be on the world's edge as she stood at the vantage point of Escalles. The small seaside town was a collage of pastel-colored houses clinging to the hillsides, and further down to the sea, the weathered piers stretched out into the grey-blue sea like gnarled fingers. Her shoulder-length, dark hair whipped around her face as the salty breeze danced against her. It mirrored her restlessness, which one could see in her intense green eyes.

"The wind has picked up," she muttered, noticing how the seagulls were fighting the gusts of wind, their shouts piercing the steady blows of the waves below.

The antics of nature or man did not easily influence Aria. Now in her early thirties, her strengths had been shaped by the trials of life and nature. Something that had given her an inner strength and an independence that few other women her age could point to. Each experience honed her edges and taught her to trust only herself.

The city's atmosphere was a strange mix of tranquility and latent energy, just like Aria herself. Small shops with hand-painted signs promised an ample selection of treasures within, while the aroma of fresh seafood from the local tavern filled the air, mixing with the smells of the sea, especially the smell of seaweed.

"The storms approach with fury," lamented an aged fisherman from his perch upon the pier amidst coils of rope and lobster traps. "You'd be wise to retreat, Miss Montgomery," he urged. 

"Thanks, Jacob," Aria acknowledged, her tone betraying none of the uneasiness. With a grateful nod, she remained where she was. Eyes closed, she absorbed the symphony of nature surrounding her: the rhythmic lapping of waves against the shore, the distant howl of a ship lost in the open, and the soft murmur of the wind through the grass.

Contemplating the enigmatic depths of this coastal realm, her mind wandered through tales of shipwrecks and buried histories woven into the very fabric of the city's past. Opening her eyes, she turned from the sea, her boots crunching on the earthen path winding toward the town. Aria noted the subtle shift in weather, her intellect and intuition filing away these observations amidst her restless thoughts. Perhaps her academic training played a more significant role in her perceptions than she realized. Yet, at this moment, her focus transcended mundane concerns, delving into the mysteries of bygone eras and untold narratives hidden beneath layers of time and sediment.

"I sense it in my bones," Jacob declared, rising with a weary groan. "Something is stirring beneath these waves; mark my words." 

"Maybe the sea is ready to reveal its stories," Aria replied, a hint of intrigue coloring her tone. She felt a kinship with the secretive depths of the sea, its essence, and all the stories it held. Stories that were hidden and forgotten—something that the sea occasionally let go of.

"Maybe so," he agreed, casting a pensive glance her way. "But for some stories, it's best to be left at the bottom, concealed by the depths."

Aria pushed forward and left the old man to his affairs and thoughts.. Her thoughts swirled like the gathering clouds above. She pondered the locket, its cryptic inscription, and the faint ancestral whispers nudging her onward. The medallion held promise; its story obscured like an intricate puzzle—a challenge she resolved to unravel, though it would demand time, effort, and secrecy.

"Storms spare no mercy," she murmured, echoing the words of a long-lost captain whose legend loomed large in the city's lore. With her family's heirloom nestled against her heart beneath a worn flannel shirt, excitement mingled with solemn purpose. Standing in the birthplace of the famed captain, Aria felt the weight of her quest for truth settles upon her shoulders.

As Escalles braced for the approaching storm, Aria set her sights on the northern horizon—the starting point of her journey to a place both unfamiliar and strangely acquainted. Her resolve to uncover her ancestors' legacy mirrored the unwavering tide shaping the land she called home.
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Aria Montgomery
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Aria Montgomery crouched on the beach, where the eternal tide washed back and forth like an eternal machine, her finger dragging through the sand where the track and the outline of a starfish were clear. The starfish lay buried just below the first top layer of sand. The marine world was an intricate tapestry for her, a blend of art and science that never ceased to captivate her senses. Her hair was tied back, revealing a face on which one could clearly see the concentration as her green eyes scanned the water for signs of life.

"Adaptation is truly remarkable," she muttered to herself, noting how the tiny creatures seemed to thrive despite the changing environment. She wrote down observations in a waterproof notebook, her handwriting was fast and precise. She named the species she observed and spoke half-aloud to herself: "You guys are resilient little beings, aren't you?"

Escalles' usual cacophony—the screams of seagulls, the lapping of waves, the distant hum of fishing boats—faded into the background as Aria lost herself in research. With each specimen she examined, her passion for the underwater kingdom deepened, and a quiet tension ran through her at the thought of contributing to its conservation.

"Life under the sea," she said, half to the starfish and half to herself, "is as complex as any human drama. Maybe even more."

She suddenly felt something moving away on the beach. A small seal had strayed onto it, and now it was trying to get back into the sea. It felt the same as the older man did. That something was coming. Returning to deep water was safest before the storm's waves crashed against the cliffs and beach. 
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The Medallion
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Aria ran over to see if the seal was hurt or needed help; she didn't notice her surroundings, only her eyes fixed on the little seal as it scrambled to get back to sea. She didn't see the stone sticking out of the sand, so she stumbled and hit her knee against another rock. She put her hands before her, so her face didn't meet the sand. She stood up slowly, her knee aching after the awkward landing on the stone, but she was mostly uninjured. She caught one last glimpse of the seal before disappearing into the waves. 

"Watch out for the coming storm," she whispered half-aloud as she brushed off the sand in her clothes. 

She stood up and wanted to move on when something caught her eye: a half-buried medallion in the sand. She felt her chest, and the medallion that had been around her neck was now gone. She had probably torn it off in the fall, but now she was happy she had realized while she was still there. She picked it up again. A slight echo of a thought suddenly fell into her head. "What if the medallion had its own will? And it was saying that it had now come home to the place of origin, and here it would be forever." She laughed a little at her foolish thought as she brushed away the sand from the medallion. 

Aria Montgomery's fingers followed the outline of the medallion, paying newfound attention to it, and it was as if she could feel the weight of history, her fingers following every curve. The relic was oval, slightly larger than a walnut, with elaborate filigree etched into the speckled silver surface. The medallion bore the stamp of an elegance that had long since been forgotten. This had been a rarity and a messenger of wealth. Now, this was made long ago. "Strange, aren't you?" she whispered to the medallion, her voice low, barely carrying over the sound of the waves nearby.

The medallion bore no jewels or portraits, only the intricate patterns on the surface that seemed to dance in the dim light. A hinge, stiff with age and rarely used, protested as she carefully pried the locket open. Instead of a cherished photograph, inside it was an inscription, elegantly etched yet cryptic in its brevity. "Pour l'amour et l'honneur," she read aloud, her French marked by uncertainty. "For love and glory," she translated, more to herself than any other soul. The words were an enigma wrapped in metal—who had loved and honored someone? The medallion did not reveal that. 

"Love and honor... Such lofty ideals," she thought, rolling the medallion between her fingers. Her gaze wandered across the shore; the grey sky reflected in her green eyes. "But what did you witness out there? What did you experience crossing over the relentless ocean? What story do you carry?"

She snapped the locket so it closed, the tiny click echoing her determination. Aria knew that the meaning of the words would not necessarily be proportionate to the story. The medallion was just one piece of the big puzzle. Who were they all? All the 230 men who weathered the storm more than 200 years ago, what did they have in their cargo, and why were they as far north as the middle of Norway? 

There were many questions, and the biggest one was about who the medallion's owner was. He who, according to the story, was supposed to be one of her ancestors. He who had loved and sown his seed in the distant land far to the north. He was the one who had told of treasures more incredible than the king had. Who was he, and what history did he carry with him? Who was he initially carrying with him in the medallion? And why did he want this relic to remain in the cold land far to the north, given to a loving, distant ancestor? The questions were almost in line, but Ariel, who had gotten the story with her mother's milk, was determined to figure this out. 

"Who were they?" she spoke half-aloud to herself, the question hanging in the air as the mist would do when clinging to the rocks. Had there been two lovers separated by war? A noble sacrifice from someone close to him? Or was it just a sign of affection from a world that had slipped away?

Aria gripped the medallion tightly as she gazed out at the horizon, where the expanse of sky melded with the sea, offering endless possibilities—though now, those possibilities seemed to narrow as both sea and sky darkened ominously. The impending storm loomed closer, its arrival imminent.

Turning toward home, Aria returned to the room she'd rented indefinitely, much to the landlord's surprise. When questioned about her stay duration, she replied, "I don't know." After some negotiation, they settled on a month—a compromise necessary for the landlord's paperwork. Aria, however, wasn't particularly concerned; she had a year off from her university research position, with the agreement that she'd publish at least two research articles during that time. With one article nearly complete, focusing on the coral reefs off the Norwegian coast, she had ample material from her student days waiting to be processed. Despite the lack of urgency, her current priority lay in uncovering her past.

Believing in the possibility of a valuable discovery hidden within the ocean's depths, Aria felt compelled to pursue her family's tale, passed down through generations like a cherished fairytale. Armed with the precision of a scientist and fueled by her historical curiosity, she approached her quest with determination. The medallion, once a mere heirloom, now represented a key to unlocking the secrets of her lineage—a mystery she was resolved to solve.

"Storm shows no mercy," she repeated softly, the captain's words from the distant past resonating with her. "And neither will I. This medallion, this part of my legacy, my history... It's a challenge from time itself that I will solve." 

"I swear, by heaven and the grave of my ancestors," she added, a wry smile playing on her lips as she imagined the chaos of a lost ship battling the storm, "I'll navigate your story, though I'll also have to face storms—storms that perhaps I have created." 

Slipping the medallion safely into her pocket, Aria stood up and glanced at the now-troubled sea. Her journey of discovery had only just begun, and she was by its eye, where tranquility meets chaos. The way forward was to search for clues and maps, systematize, analyze, and draw conclusions before physically investigating places and events. Aria turned her back on the sea with resolute movement, quickly walking back to her rented room. 

Back in the room, she had transformed into an office with a desk with stacks of old books, and the walls were covered with old nautical charts. The computer flickered in the semi-dark room. The only thing reminiscent of it being a room in a small hotel on the French coast was a double bed in the corner. Aria had asked for a single room, but the hotel only had double rooms. The host had joked that she might find some French love, a little "amor", he had said. 

Well, she was on a journey of discovery that had started with love once a very long time ago, but this was something completely different; here it was the quest in ancient history, almost like a detective task, where Aria was the detective who dug into ancient mysteries, unraveling hundreds of years of forgotten history. She hadn't had much time in the three weeks she had been there, yet she had been to the library. At a meeting of the local history team, she visited the tavern a few times, where she drank some beer and talked to the few locals who knew English. 

She understood some French but had difficulty speaking it herself. She had also met some older men on the pier, men who were or had been fishermen, such as Mr. Jacob. There hadn't been much that resembled "amore"... No. Not that she was concerned about this right now, or to be exact, she hadn't been preoccupied with love ever since her relationship with Peter ended almost two years ago. She and Peter had been together since the start of high school, and they had talked several times about searching for this treasure together. But then the relationship ended, and now she was here, surrounded by nautical charts and old texts, standing by some dusty books stacked on her desk. In those moments, when she was deep into one of the stories, she could hear the echo of voices crying out, far beyond the time that now was, voices crying out from history.

"Get ready, men! The storm shows no mercy," she whispered, imitating the voice and imagining what Captain Morencourt's voice must have sounded like. Her voice, a soft murmur against the silence, reverberated with the same eeriness and seriousness that must have gripped the ship's crew as they met their fate. "At the powers of heaven, the helm is gone!" she continued, smiling faintly at the imagined desperation of Betonio Allere, who, according to history, had been at the helm on that fateful February day in 1798. 

Aria leaned back in her chair, the medallion rocking back and forth between her fingers as if it were a fragile creature drawn from the deepest depths. She stood up abruptly and moved along the room. "What secrets do you have?" she pleaded, addressing the medallion directly. "Were you a sign of love or a symbol of something more... Maybe a wizard or something similar?"

Aria stopped at the window and stared at the merciless wave crashing against the shore. The storm was just beginning, and the rain had begun whipping against the window. 

"I can feel it in my bones," Jacob had said when he forecasted the coming storm. Perhaps the story also called for one, that one could feel the story creep under one's skin. Right now, Aria felt that way. Her mind was like the storm, where thoughts swirled into history, the storm that sank the privateer, L'enfant de La Patrie.

Aria rummaged through the papers on her desk and pulled out her notes. These were neatly arranged by chapter, chapters that had emerged as she systematized the information she had gathered.
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The Family History
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The famous story of the French privateer L'enfant de La Patrie is a short story best known because most of the men aboard the ship kept their lives. Of a crew of 230, four drowned, and two froze to death. As many as 224 crew arrived in Trondheim after a long, struggling journey. The unknown story is the one that Aria had been handed down through stories from her own family. 

According to that story, there were also four prisoners onboard the ship, two of whom had been beaten to death shortly after the ship was wrecked at Gutvik close to Leka Island. The other two had managed to escape. One of these should have been a French British nobleman who fell in love with a Norwegian farm girl. This nobleman remained in Norway and became the ancestor of the Montgomery family. This genus gradually branched to the whole world and can thus boast well-known people from all corners of the world. The history of this French British nobleman seems to have been erased from all historical archives. The reason for this should be forbidden love, robbery, and betrayal. This is what Aria had set out to find out. 

The family story that had been retold for generations was that of the Frankish privateer L'enfant de La Patrie. "Fatherland's daughter," as the ship was named, translated into English, had embarked on a privateer voyage from Dunkirk in early 1798. This ship was, a pirate ship, whom spreading death and destruction on its journey. Shortly after leaving Dunkirk, the vessel encountered a British merchant ship, which bore the name S/S Aurora. This ship came from the British colonies and was loaded with exclusive spices. In addition, it carried a cargo of unregistered gold and precious stones.

These two ships had been playing cat and mouse for several weeks until they reached the shores of Norway. Here was S/S Aurora's capture by the pirates; the crew of 46 men was, apart from four people, killed. The cargo was taken onboard the L'enfant de La Patrie. The gems hidden in the ship's captain's cabin were not found. The ship was set on fire and sank the next day. L'enfant de La Patrie lay at anchor for several days, waiting for the right wind to sail south again. Instead, a terrible storm tore open the anchor, and the fate of L'enfant de La Patrie became known when the ship found its damp grave at Gutvik close to Leka Island in Nord-Trondelag, Norway. 

The ship's cargo, including the gold bars, went with the ship down to the depths. The ship's captain, the pirate Georg Morencourt, made the crew swear never to talk about the gold that went down with the ship. Since this was not recorded in the loading papers of the S/S Aurora, Captain Georg Morencourt planned to equip a new ship and thereby investigate the possibility of salvaging some of the gold that lay there as a temptation on the seabed. There was no record or evidence that such a ship had been sent north to salvage the treasure. No one else knew about the gems that went down with S/S Aurora except Montgomery, the nobleman. But there were to be records of the capture of S/S Aurora in French archives, and this was now a central piece of the puzzle that Aria had decided to figure out. Was this medallion a piece of this puzzle, or was it just part of the surrounding myth of her family's ancestry? 

Aria leafed a little more in her notes. "Could it be..." she thought, the idea striking her with force not unlike how a wave from the sea hits you, "that in the inscription of the medallion lies the truth of my descent?" "Or is this inscription," she said aloud, touching the cold metal into which the cryptic message was etched, "a map? An enigma? A curse?" 

She shuddered slightly; her thoughts intertwined with the fate of the medallion. If the family story was truthful, then killing and looting were intertwined with her story. Her heart thumped in her chest, and she closed her eyes, letting her imagination go back in time, fantasizing through storms, intrigue, and lost love. Perhaps? Aria opened the locket at the medallion again, peering in as if it had the key to unlocking her family's secrets.

"Whatever story you have, I will uncover it," Aria declared, her voice echoing in the room. "And if our destinies are intertwined, so be it." She snapped the locket again, the sound emphasizing her promise to dig up the past, whatever truths may lie buried. "Your silence ends now," she proclaimed aloud. 

The day was becoming evening. Aria Montgomery sat down in front of the computer. The history team had given her clues about where to look for information. The challenge was that everything she was looking for was in French, a language she hadn't mastered very well, which made the search difficult. Maybe she should get a French assistant to help her? She toyed with the idea as the computer came to life. 

She stood up, walked over, and locked the door, placing the medallion on her desk amid piles of notes, marine research papers, and old books. Her fingers hovered over the keyboard hesitantly. So, with determination, she began to write; she would try to penetrate digital archives. 

"Montgomery," she whispered, typing her last name into the search bar, along with S/S Aurora. "Let's see where you've been hiding." Her screen was filled with census records, dispatch manifests, and faded newspaper clippings. Each click was a step back in time, any document a potential link to the origin of the medallion. 

"Come on," she urged, searching for information and clues hidden in centuries-old entries. "There must be something." The hours slipped by unnoticed, the moon glinting in between the storm clouds that raced across the sky, somehow keeping her company in her solitude. She could hear thunder, which rolled a good distance away. Aria leaned back in her chair, rubbing tired eyes. The presence of the medallion gave her quiet motivation. "Your past is my future," she said, turning to the heirloom. "I won't stop until our story is told."

In the darkness of night, with the storm howling outside and the rain whipping against the route, Aria Montgomery continued her vigil. The weather and storm that raged brought her into a kind of trance, where, one moment, she sat at the computer keyboard, and the next, she stood on the deck of L'enfant de La Patrie, where it steered toward its fate.
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Chapter 2

The Night's Search for Clues
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Aria's fingers stopped. The storm had picked up, the wind pressing hard against the windows of the old hotel. Water from the intense rain began to penetrate the windowsill. The wind was now drowning out the constant hum of her laptop. It was getting old and loaded with various research materials, making it slower and slower every day she used it. She had initially decided to replace it but had postponed this. She thought it would be easier to do the replacement once she was back at university, where she had access to experts who could help her transfer data from the old device to the new one. She could only hope that this one worked in the meantime. 

Aria took a deep breath and sighed loudly. She was supposed to have slept, but there was too much tension in her body for her to relax. "Okay, Aria," she muttered to herself.  "Focus." 

She scrolled through the final document, an ancient ship manifest dating back to 1797. The names, numbers, and letters swirled before her eyes, blending into a mosaic of digital characters. She scrutinized every detail, hoping to uncover a link to her lineage. "Montgomery... Montgomery..." Her barely audible voice repeated the name like a mantra, searching for any connection to the precious locket resting nearby, bathed in the gentle glow of the desk lamp. Yet, her efforts yielded nothing.

With a sigh of frustration, she pushed back from her desk, feeling the tension coil within her like a tightly wound spring. As she rose to her feet, she paced around the confines of the small room, each step a measured attempt to quell her disappointment."Think, Aria, think!" She clasped her hands behind her back and fixed her eyes on the innocent medallion among her papers. The metal seemed to throb with energy as if alive and aware of her scrutiny. "Who were you?" she whispered, reaching out to touch the cool surface of the heirloom. "And why do you feel so important?"

The medallion didn't answer, the silence challenging her. Aria returned to the computer with renewed determination, where she searched further. Page after page came up; some were utterly incomprehensible, and others were clearly old genealogies. "Come on..." Her voice fell silent as she clicked on a new page, where, in an old, almost illegible entry, her sight captured a familiar name, 'L'enfant de La Patrie.' It was not the name itself but more the pattern of the name that was recognizable. "Could it be?" she breathed, leaning closer to the screen. Her green eyes flickered over the text, absorbing every detail. "Morencourt," she read aloud, a spark of recognition igniting in her. "Captain Morencourt. That's it!"

Her pulse quickened as she pieced together fragments of information; in every sentence and word, there could be a new clue. Aria diligently took notes in her notebook, filling in the information in her mind map as she read the document. A powerful lightning bolt struck across the sky as thunder slammed simultaneously. "Shit," thought Aria. In the exact second, it knocked out the power, and only now did she notice how powerful the storm was. She walked over to the window but kept some distance. She could see that the curtains were flickering slightly, and the windows were old, so the storm took hold even inside the window. The water on the windowsill began to trickle down onto the floor. 

She looked out over the sea and could barely distinguish the white foam peaks, where the waves crashed against the rocks and the small beach. She stood for a few moments, her mind beating over to the raging sea, which tried to remove any obstacle in its path. "I hope there isn't anyone out there tonight." 

"Get ready, men! The storm shows no mercy," the imaginary voice of Captain Morencourt echoed in her head, the voice mingling with the now powerful sound of the sea outside her window. "At heaven, the helm is gone!" 

Aria could almost hear the sailors' panicked screams; she nearly smelled the salty air and felt the tire vibrate beneath her feet. She shook this off and turned on the light on her cell phone so she could see; there was a lot more water on the floor than she first saw in the dark. In the light of her cell phone, she went into the bathroom to find something to dry up with. She returned with a stack of towels, which she laid on the floor in front of the windows. 

She stood looking out over the darkened city. Even here in her room, she could smell the sea, the salty whiff now mixed with the smell of seaweed, washed ashore by the raging waves. It would be interesting to see what the waves washed ashore tomorrow. Another lightning bolt streaked across the sky, and in this light, she saw a figure hurrying down toward the sea. "In the name of heaven, what are people doing out in this weather?" she thought. "Should I go out to see?" The thought crossed her mind, but as fast as it was there, it was gone. No one went out voluntarily in this weather, so indeed, this was nothing—just a poor guy who wanted to check the mooring of his boat. 

Lightning splintered across the sky again. Aria could feel tired; she glanced at the clock, which was almost half past four in the morning. She should try to sleep a few hours; the power would probably be gone anyway, so further searching in old archives would not be possible. She didn't bother either brushing her teeth or washing herself. She just curled up in bed. 

She fell asleep at once, but it was a restless sleep as she slipped further and further into the past secret of Captain Morencourt. She saw him in her dreams as he stood in blood-stained trousers, the sea up to his knees. In his hand, he had a knife from which blood was dripping. In the dream, he got up from the flooded deck, where he came toward her with the knife raised. She could not move, frantically clicking around on a screen, looking for clues revealing the past. 

"Shh," she hustled as the phantoms of the past started dancing on the screen. They grew out of it and tried with long arms to grab her. There, caught between the bloodthirsty captain and the phantoms of the past, threw Aria uneasily. She tried to run from it all, but her legs would not obey her. 

She jerked awake, screaming out, "I'm listening." Aria was breathing profusely and hyperventilating. Even now awake, she was momentarily unsure of what was real and what was a dream. She stood up, sweat drifting off her, and she almost raved into the bathroom. 

There, in a shower of cold water, reason began to come back upon her. "This was just a bad start to the day," she thought. "Little sleep and intense focusing on a screen were a bad combination." She wanted to dry herself, but all the towels were wet on the floor. Naked, she went out into the room and over to the bed, tearing off the sheets and drying herself. Her footprints shone like puddles of water across the floor. Slowly, she pulled out new, clean clothes, which concealed her sleek body. 

Aria was now herself again. Her dreams were gone, and she was a somewhat excellent being, constantly evaluating, systematizing, and analyzing everything she encountered. She turned on the kettle to make herself some tea. The power had returned. In between boiling water, greasing slices of bread, and clearing towels, her thoughts returned. The story was somewhere between reality and myth, a tale of courage and loss, of a shipwreck that might have claimed not only lives but also the secrets of the medallion still lying on the desk.
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The Storm Died Down
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Aria leaned back in her chair, where the tea began to warm her body, and the slice of bread went down quickly. She had been hungry, she realized, as she had forgotten to eat dinner the day before. Breakfast was the only thing that had brought her through the day. No wonder she had hallucinated, oscillating through the night between reality and fantasy—perhaps mostly fantasy. Aria recognized this from childhood; her imagination had always been vivid. On more than one night, her mother or father had to sit beside her in bed as her imagination sometimes got the better of her.

Outside, the storm had died down, and the day had long since passed dawn. The sun was still hidden somewhere over there on the horizon. Aria Montgomery, looking forward to going out, remembered how exciting it was as a child to walk along the beach after a storm, where she and her siblings could find artifacts and traces from all over the world. It was as if the world had fallen right there with them. It was, however, mostly rubbish they found, ignorant as they were, to their father's great annoyance, and dragged this home with them. As children, they watched over it as if it were the greatest treasure. However, this had brought something with it. It was this curiosity and the search for the sea that had led her to the study of the ocean, where she graduated as a marine biologist. Aria recognized this feeling now that the storm had more or less died down. She was looking forward to going out, taking a walk, and going on the beach to see what the storm had washed up, seeing if she could reveal some of the ocean's secrets.

She hung her towels up to dry, dressed, and walked out expectantly. She looked forward to seeing what the storm had washed ashore. It was still windy, with a little fresh breeze, but the wind had turned, and it was now blowing from another direction, so the sea had also calmed down. She stopped by the harbor to see if the storm had damaged the boats. Some fishermen were already in full swing, arranging their nets, sitting outside their sea houses. But several stood all the way out on the pier, talking loudly, gesturing, pointing out to the sea. 

She walked closer and caught sight of Mr. Jacob. He was standing at the far end of the pier and participating in the loud conversation. She stood on the outskirts, not noticing much, but she realized they were talking about a boat that was gone from its moorings, and the owner's name was Jean-Paul. "S'appelait Jean-Paul" and "Un bateau qui était éloigné de ses amarres." She understood that much. 

Jacob waved her closer, and he seemed a little upset. "Good morning, Miss Montgomery." 

She greeted back, "Good morning, Mr. Jacob. Is something wrong?" 

Jacob both shook and nodded his head at the same time. "Yes and no. We don't know, but Jean-Paul's boat is gone. We've tried to call him but got no answer. We are almost certain it was in its moorings yesterday before the storm, but we are unsure. He may have gone out before the storm and taken shelter somewhere else. His brother, Gabriel, has driven out to where he lives to check if he's home and to tell him that his boat might be gone." 

The others standing around Jacob broke into conversation. It was a rather loud discussion that Aria didn't understand much of, but they handed out different characterizations she picked up. The connection was difficult: "Est fou et fou" followed "Merde."

Aria waved at Jacob and shouted at him, "I'll be back later." He waved back, and Aria walked back up the dirt roads. 

She could still hear the sea beating against the shore, but the waves were no longer against the beach. The waves rolling in were still big but not big enough to make it impossible to walk along the coast. There, Aria resolved that she wanted to do what she had done all her childhood: see what the sea had washed ashore. Her feet crunched in the gravel as she approached the bright beach. She wanted to remove her shoes, but it was still cold. She had to wait until the sun had warmed up the sand a little more. 

The salty air mingled with the scent of seaweed as Aria Montgomery crouched near the water's edge. Her dark hair was tied back in a ponytail, the hair that didn't fit in her ponytail sticking to her cheeks as the wind took the top of the waves and blew it toward her. She stood up to get a view of the land. The coastal landscape that spread before her was adorned with rock pools; the beach was like a small lagoon with a rocky landscape on both sides. Also on her left was the pier that divided up the lagoons. It was usually well protected, but winds from due west could create large waves where they managed to snow around the breakwater that lay like a protective wall out in the lagoon. She glanced at the beach, where an ever-changing mosaic was made of the waves and tides.
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Early Morning at the Beach
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"Okay, let's see what we can find today," Aria muttered, angrily adjusting the straps of her backpack. Her voice was barely audible over the sound of the waves as they rolled in over the beach. 

Her green eyes scanned her surroundings, looking primarily for signs of life in the flood. She pulled up a notepad and jotted down the various little crustaceans, little crabs that scurried across the sand. It wasn't that important, but it had just become routine, something she almost did on autopilot every time she was in contact with the ocean. It had nearly become a calling, allowing her to piece together the lives of creatures most overlooked. She noted this down, including location, date, and temperature, among other things. It was not to be used for anything special, but who might know for later use? 

"Excited you, aren't you?" she said, speaking to some of the crabs without expecting an answer. She walked along. 

The beach was full of the usual things, as one usually sees: plastic bottles, often of the brand Coca-Cola, water bottles, fish crates marked with the sender's name and address, pallets, roots of trees, branches, a thick belt of brown leaves likely from palm trees or the like. Plastic, in all denominations, was what it was most of. She remembered how she had discussed with the students how they would manage to clean up all the plastic. One suggested that they should make the manufacturer responsible for the product they sold—a law that obligated manufacturers to pay for the garbage, which could be traced directly back to the manufacturer's use, developing a tracking system that could withstand the product lying in the ocean for years. In this way, one could force manufacturers and countries to use recycled packaging products or products that are more nature-friendly than plastic. 

Aria liked the idea herself; she and the students had spent a lot of energy mapping out the problem. They also looked at which solutions worked and which did not. Their conclusion was more about using legislation and coercion rather than leaving it up to each country and producer to decide for themselves. This ocean is littered with microplastics spread throughout the food chain; one must somehow break this entirely before it is too late, as oceans already contain large amounts of plastic. As a marine biologist and an ocean lover, Aria was always saddened when she saw the changes that litter brought to marine life. 
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Aria Finds Hashish
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Aria's hand stroked against the sand, her fingers straining the grains between her fingers. She wanted to see if there were any signs of life in the seemingly lifeless sand. A small corner of something brown, wrapped in plastic, caught her eye. This was buried in the sand just beyond her, the few sun rays reflected in the plastic. Without this reflection, Aria would have ignored this. She dug away the sand and picked up the package. Just a glance was enough; she had seen this before, not here but on beach thousands of kilometers further north. This was a package of hashish. Wrapped in sturdy plastic, the package was the same size, and the shape was the same as she had seen earlier, so she didn't need any closer introduction to understand that this was the same as they had found a few years earlier in the shoreline rocks just south of Mandal in Norway. 

She and several colleagues had made the largest hashish in history discoveries. The packages were 500 grams, and the hashish was solidly wrapped in waterproof plastic. Even though the packages had been in the water for a long time, the contents had held up just fine. The police had assumed that the street value of their discovery in Mandal was several hundred million Norwegian kroner. There had been a media frenzy out there after they had made this discovery, which in total turned out to be over 1.5 tons of hashish.

But apart from unwanted media exposure, this finding had been nothing more than a story, giving her and her students front-page coverage. Fortunately, this was forgotten after a couple of weeks. And now she had found the same thing again: hashish washed ashore from some boat that had passed somewhere out at sea. In the earlier case, no one could determine where this had come from, except that this was packaged in Colombia. 

These could have been lost almost anywhere out in the Atlantic Ocean. Currents would catch this up to transport it to land somewhere in the world, depending on the weather and the seasons that would affect this. And now she had found something like this again, a thought suddenly struck her: "Maybe I should start playing the lottery." The chance that she would see this once again should have been microscopic. Maybe she also had the same winning luck. She quickly knocked the thought down, brushing away the sand from the package. She scouted the beach. Was she going to look for more? Or go back to the police station with the one she had found? Curiosity got the better of her; after all, this curiosity about discoveries on the shore led her to the profession she liked so much. 

Aria, therefore, continued her walk along the beach, lifting plastic, roots, and other "rubbish" that had washed ashore. She had almost reached the end of the beach when she discovered a larger pack of hashish. Several packages were packed together, and she could ascertain this was a lot just by looking at it. Aria dared not continue any longer. She looked around, but there was no one else to be seen. Aria felt she should now go to the police so they could continue the search; she did not want to get involved in anything that might have affected why she was there in Escalles. So, Aria took the first package with her. She turned around and walked up toward town. She thought for a moment that this might be risky, walking around with an illegal package of marijuana in her hand on her way to the police station. What if she met someone who didn't believe her?

The local police station was almost on the outskirts of town where the main road came in. Aria didn't feel comfortable walking through the streets carrying a pound of marijuana. What if something happened, someone stopping her? She put the thought away as she approached the police with determined steps. The door to the police station was closed. There was a poster in French, an arrow down against a doorbell, and a phone number. She tried the doorbell first, but no one answered. She got up the phone and dialed the number, but there was no answer. Perplexed, she stood wondering what to do. Take the package home, keep calling, or wait until someone arrives? 

She sat on the stairs up to the entrance but considered the possibilities. "Tu attends la police?" a woman's voice broke through her thoughts. 

"Oui." Aria looked up and met the gaze of a young woman. 

The woman's voice continued, "They're not here now, but if you can't wait, I can show you where one of the policemen lives. They've probably been out since the weather was bad last night, and then they sometimes close the station." 

"Yes, gladly," replied Aria, not surprised by the closed police station. Life here tended to follow its own rhythm, and they were not necessarily so concerned with fixed opening hours. It was much more of a "laid back" attitude than at home. The young woman tried to engage in a conversation, but her English was limited. Aria's French was slightly better than the womans English, but she wasn't in the mood for a chat. The conversation was mostly comprised of single, short sentences. When the young woman asked if Aria was a tourist, Aria found it easier to answer yes, avoiding the need for lengthy explanations. 

At last, they arrived at where the officer lived, and the young woman pointed out the house to Aria, who thanked her for her help with a simple "merci." It was not so difficult to understand that a policeman was living in the house; his patrol car was parked in front of a small garage. She rang the doorbell, and although she could hear someone rummaging inside, a small eternity and three attempts to ring the bell passed before someone opened. 
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