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Whalesong Under Static
Anton Grevas
A coastal acoustics analyst decodes a whisper hidden beneath whalesong and is thrust into a conspiracy on an abandoned sea farm. With a retired lighthouse keeper and a missing woman’s voice as a guide, she races through fog and corporate muscle to broadcast the truth and bring everyone home.
ProseHub


    
The Silence Under the Fjord
By the time the midnight freight groaned across the bridge, Nika Solberg had rewound the hydrophone file four times. The lab’s windows framed the fjord like a dark lung, the water breathing, the mountains holding their breath. A single desk lamp cut a cone through the room, pooling on a keyboard gritty with salt dust. Coffee steamed in a chipped mug near her elbow, its heat a faint comfort against the chill that crept off the glass.
She adjusted her headphones and watched the spectrogram scroll. Blues and greens slid like tides; whale arcs curving in steady sweeps; the sharp comb of a passing boat. And beneath it, something human—too thin to be voice, almost a filament of sound braided into the ocean’s own noise.
“Speak again,” she murmured, not certain if she meant the sea or the file. The cursor ticked along. A faint hiss. The kettle on the side table clicked, reminding her she’d poured nothing. She ignored it. On the screen, a barely-there whisper flitted in the low frequencies, where human ears were clumsy.
Her phone buzzed. Elias: You still at it? Her thumbs hovered. Found something. Think there’s embedded voice. There was a pause, then another text. Careful. People asking about the tunnel feed.
The collapsed tunnel was what everyone whispered about. A summer project to run a service conduit under the fjord, a freak landslide, two dead workers, one missing. The official story was fault lines, bad luck. Nika listened to the ocean for a living; luck had a sound. This had something else.
She isolated the suspected band with a practiced hand, narrowing the filter, lowering the gain. The lab hummed around her: a freezer’s gentle chug, the aquarium’s oxygen stone, the old building settling like a whale exhaling. At the edge of hearing, a pattern unfolded—clicks spaced like numbers, not the organic rhythm of echolocation.
Her shoulders tightened. She leaned forward, the cable of her headphones creaking. There, tucked under the bloom of a humpback’s call, a whisper: “Six… eight… east…” It broke, scattered by the wash of a passing boat, then returned: “…four nine… one north…”
Nika stopped breathing. Coordinates. The voice was frayed, each syllable dragged across pebbles. She highlighted the segment, copied it, looped it. After a few plays, the hair along her arms stood. Whoever was whispering was close to the hydrophone when the whales were around, or the file was doctored to hell. Either way, this was no natural artifact.
She pulled off the headphones. The quiet of the room pressed in, thick with brine and the hum of distant engines. Beyond the glass, a pale light touched the mountain ridge and fell away, the kind of not-quite-night that made time elastic up here. She texted Elias back: Coordinates. Could be a hoax. But it’s there.
Her phone lay still for a count of ten. Then: Don’t send this to the server. Got a visitor earlier. Don’t like him.
Nika swallowed. The mug warmed her fingers when she finally picked it up. She didn’t drink. She lowered the blinds instead, shutting out the fjord. The lab grew smaller. The recording kept playing, whispering under whalesong, drawing a line through the dark.
At one, the motion sensor tripped. A square of corridor light slid under the lab’s door and held. Nika’s body reacted before her mind—a quick coil of muscle, a feeling like cold poured down her back. She flicked the monitor off, plunged the desk into darkness, and slid sideways into the shadow beside a filing cabinet.
The handle turned. The door didn’t creak; she lubricated it every spring with the curious devotion of someone who hated surprises. But the smell came in—the diesel tang of the harbor layered over with something sharp, like metal just cut. Boots on cheap vinyl. Two pairs, maybe three.
“Keep it quick,” a low voice said, the consonants softened, local but educated. “Server room first.”
Her breath flattened. She remembered Elias’s text. She thought of the coordinates threading through ocean noise. The flashlight beam licked across the room, catching the edges of shelves, a glass jar with preserved fish bones, the silver face of the hydrophone head. It passed over the desk, lingered on the keyboard, moved on.
Papers rasped. The third boot scuffed near her. She shifted a millimeter, her calf cramping. Someone leaned over the desk, muttered. The staccato of a USB drive being inserted sounded impossibly loud.
“Don’t take files off the main—you’ll trigger the log,” one voice said.
“We’ll mirror the cache,” another replied. “She uploads at dawn. Not tonight.”
She wouldn’t be here at dawn. She was here now, squeezed into the stale corner, inhaling the scent of old paper and iodine. The flashlight drifted again. Its heat brushed her cheek. The beam moved on. A zipper rasped. Then, a sound like water but dry—sleeves against nylon as someone lifted a bag.
From the corridor, the stairwell door banged below, a heavy echo. Someone coughed. The light jerked; a whisper: “Hurry.”
They left as quietly as they’d come, but they left the smell of their hands on things. The door closed; the corridor darkened. Nika’s legs trembled as adrenaline washed out and left her hollow. She waited, counted to sixty twice, and rose into the hum of the lab.
She didn’t turn on the computer. She slid the primary hard drive from its sled with careful fingers, wrapped it in a microfiber cloth, and tucked it in her backpack. She pulled the older field recorder from a drawer, checking the battery with a thumb press that made the green LED blink like a heartbeat. Headphones. Hydrophone. She hesitated, then took the laminated chart of the fjord’s bathymetry from the wall.
The campus alarm made a distant warble—the tide siren down at the marina had been glitching all month and sometimes bled into the lab’s old wiring. The sound rose and fell, a mechanical wail imitating weather. Nika leaned against the desk until the wave in her chest settled. Then she slung the backpack, turned the deadbolt behind her, and slipped into the colder dark.
The town smelled like iron and herring. Neon from the night café bled into puddles along the quay, and gulls watched from lamp posts, heads twitching like suspicious old men. It was not a night for strangers. The trawlers were in, lights yawning over decks, crew moving like quieter shadows among the ropes.
Nika cut across on the windward side of the warehouses, letting the buildings shoulder the gusts for her. Her boots thudded on old wood. She halted only once, when a car idled with its lights off near the fish market’s loading bay. The engine’s note, rough and contained, matched the memory of the boots: wrong in the way a calibrated sound reveals its source.
She slipped into the narrower lanes, where salt bruised the paint off house corners and cats blinked from window sills. Down at the end, by the rust-choked ladder that led to the lower pontoons, the lamp was out. A small shape moved in the gloom—vesting itself with canvas like a creature growing a shell.
“Arve,” she said softly.
The old lighthouse keeper straightened with a wince. Even his breath had the rhythm of tide, in and out with an integrity that didn’t hurry. His hair had long since lost the war with salt; it stuck up in a white moor of stubbornness. He smelled like linseed oil and cold metal.
“Solberg,” he said, using her surname as if it were part of a call sign. “You and that whaler talk to each other at night again?” His grin didn’t reach his eyes.
“This.” She handed him the headphones. “Listen.”
He did. His jaw set as the whales rose, as the whisper crept under them. His eyes flicked at each number, counting without moving his lips. When the loop ended, he lifted the pad from one ear. “Coordinates,” he said, and looked out over the black, as if the sea would answer. “Not far. Not far enough.”
“Where?”
He squinted as if reading a light that the rest of her couldn’t see. “Where we told the kids not to go. The black reef line. Private now. Wires in the water. The ones with money think the ocean keeps secrets.” He handed the headphones back. “It doesn’t. It keeps receipts.”
A squall worked its way down the fjord, dragging its sound with it like a wet coat. Arve’s hand found the rail, gnarled fingers comfortable on iron.
“Take my little Marsvin,” he said, as if deciding hurt. “If you’re about to get yourself killed in a boat, better it’s one that knows the channel.” He watched her face. “Or you can wait until morning and pretend you never heard this.”
Nika looked past him to the outline of the lighthouse on the headland, unlit since automation turned it into a museum piece. She felt a tug in her sternum remembered from childhood: the sick excitement of stepping beyond what was safe. “I’ll go when it’s dark,” she said.
He nodded, turned, and pulled a key from his pocket, heavy and rust-stained. “Then you’ll need this, and a second pair of ears,” he said. “I don’t sleep much. Don’t argue.”
They slipped into the little boathouse like thieves, the smell of tar and river carried on the boards. Arve’s hands were certain in the dark; he knew the rope by feel. The skiff, the Marsvin, bobbed with impatience, its paint patchwork and honest. He ducked into a cabinet and came back with a canvas roll. When he unfurled it on a crate, a gleam ran along the metal cradled in oilcloth.
“Custom head,” he said, stooping, as proud as if introducing a grandchild. “Directional. She won’t give you the ocean; she’ll give you a window. I built her when the rigs started making more noise than the moon.” He rubbed the side of the hydrophone with his sleeve, as if polishing memory back into it. “Name’s Gull. She likes a clean line and a patient hand.”
Nika cut her palm on the corner of the crate and didn’t notice until the sting chased her attention. Blood beaded, sharp and exact. She pressed it to her jacket and leaned closer to the device. The weight of it promised precision. “Why didn’t anyone tell me you had this?”
“You didn’t ask,” he said mildly. Then, softer, “And I didn’t trust anyone who wasn’t listening to the right things.”
He worked the radio set next, an old transceiver with smooth Bakelite knobs and cracked dials, the kind of machine that kept going out of spite. He tapped the panel. “This still hits the fishing fleet. Hits some people it shouldn’t. If their suits were in your lab, they’ll hear you if you shout.”
“I don’t plan to shout.”
“You will. In the end.” He handed her a thermos with chipped enamel. “Hot. That, and a spare hat. If you’re going to act foolish, don’t do it with a cold head.”
Something gave in her chest, a little laugh that didn’t quite escape. “Arve,” she said, “why are you helping?”
His eyes slid to the dark where the lighthouse would be. “When the tunnel fell, my Signe was on the support barge. She called me from her break—said the whales were louder than the generator. The line cut. They say she’s lost.” He met Nika’s gaze as if deliberately putting weight into it. “I don’t believe the ocean loses people. Men put them where we can’t see.”
Nika’s resolve hardened like ice. The numbers under whalesong pulled at her. She slid the Gull into a padded sleeve and tucked it into the Marsvin’s bow with a reverence that felt superstitious. “Then we don’t waste time,” she said.
Above them, the town clock rolled to two. The air tasted of sleet. Arve killed the boathouse light, leaving only the plush, living dark. The skiff bumped the dock, a patient animal in harness, ready to go where they bent it. Nika tucked the key into her glove and felt its teeth. Somewhere beyond, the coordinates waited like a whispered dare.

    
The Donor’s Frequency
Arve’s lighthouse had been stripped of its soul and left as a shell for tourists in summer. In winter, it sulked on the headland, windows boarded, stair groaning like a throat cleared politely for no one. Arve’s hands found the hidden latch in the side door anyway, the secret that let a living man in. The smell inside was whale oil, though he’d never burned any here in his lifetime; it was soaked into the stone from a century of keepers, a ghost of labor and attention.
He set the radio on a workbench that wobbled and then decided not to. Nika forced her eyes to adjust to the narrow beam of the headlamp and the wider smear of dawnless sky through the slit of a window. She ran cables, clipped the Gull to the skiff’s deck plan with neat ties. Her breath fogged and faded with steps of a ritual: check battery, coil line, secure mast.
Arve tuned the transceiver. Snatches of voices stepped out of static and back in: weather readouts, a trawler cursing a snag, someone singing half a verse into the wrong channel and stopping when laughter bled through. He twisted the dial with long patience. “The Hval line is clear,” he said.
“The whale corridor?”
“A trail they use when the big ones come in. Sound carries different there. You can pull a whisper out of a storm if you set yourself just right. But it cuts both ways. If there are ears you don’t like, they’ll hear you twice.” He pulled an old map from a drawer and smoothed it with knuckles that had sanded rope for decades. He marked the coordinates she’d heard on the recording. They sat like a bruise southwest of an abandoned sea farm.
“Lysvik Platform,” he said. “Decommissioned, supposedly. Then leased to a company that keeps its name off billboards. They say it’s for a kelp pilot. I say lawyers don’t eat kelp.”
Nika traced the distance with a finger. “Three nautical miles from the tunnel site,” she whispered. The closeness made her skin prickle. She pictured the voice under whalesong. Could someone have wrapped a plea in it? “We’ll triangulate. If we bring the Gull to three points, I can place the source within a few meters.”
“Not if they’re jamming. Not if they send something to meet us.” Arve’s mouth went hard at the edges. He took a half step as if something cracked in his back. “But we’ll try. Timing’s the thing. Tide wants to suck you north if you let it. And the suits, they like dawn. That’s when deliveries slip in.”
“What we’re doing,” Nika said, choosing her words as if they could coldbind fear, “is listening. If that’s illegal, I picked the wrong career.”
“You picked the right one,” Arve said, and placed a weathered hand over hers on the map for a breath. “You just didn’t know when it would matter.”
Back in her apartment above the bakery, the walls held heat like a patient animal. Flour hung in the stairwell air; a warm, yeasty breath that made the winter outside seem manageable. Nika moved in efficient silence—gear bag open on the bed, clothes folded into tight, functional stacks, red scarf half considered and dismissed. The old field recorder sat in her palm, familiar weight like an oath.
Her phone blinked with notifications, a polite scolding. She scrolled past rental reminders, news alerts about a foreign minister’s scandal, to the thread with Maya. Once, she’d memorized the code for Maya’s knock on her door, how it sounded different on the nights she was angry, or the nights she’d been awake forty hours and still smiled.
She typed: Need a window. Can you keep the patrol out of the Hval line for two hours after two? It’s not fishing.
The typing dots appeared, vanished, appeared. Finally: I don’t want to read your name in a report I’m not allowed to sign. Nika, please. Then, a second message: You have until four. If anyone calls me about you, I know nothing.
She exhaled, aware she’d been holding the air in like a dare. Thank you, she wrote, and then deleted it and sent only: Understood.
A car passed outside, too slowly to be casual. She snapped the light off and stood in the dark, the bread smell louder now, her body aware of the building’s frame. The car rolled on. She moved again, pulled her passport from a drawer she never opened and slipped it into the bag. Not because she thought she’d need it, but because the superstition of preparation calmed the shake in her hands.
She paused at the bookshelf, sweating a little in the sudden heat. A photograph faced out, the only one she’d left in view: her and Signe on the pier the summer the lighthouse lost its light, hair blown into their mouths, Arve in the background feigning indignation at their laughter. Nika touched the edge of the frame, felt the cold glass. “Hold on,” she said to a stranger version of a girl she hadn’t seen in months.
She left a note on the counter for herself, ridiculous, in case she came back and forgot who she was: Coffee is in the blue tin. Get the zinc from the top shelf. Listen before you speak. Then she locked the door behind her and pulled the scarf on after all.
The Marsvin cut the bay like a blade but drew almost no notice. Arve’s hands on the tiller were as sure as predictions he’d never admitted to making. The first thirty minutes were silent except for water talk, the small slaps and coaxes of wind and hull. The night pressed its face close, curious.
“Hold the Gull,” Arve called over the engine, and Nika eased the directional head over the side, letting the line run through gloved fingers, feeling the weight tug. She clipped the cable to the recorder and watched the levels breathe on the small display. Sound filled her as if poured—deep hum of the fjord, a long body of water in a long body of stone.
The sea farm’s silhouette rose ahead, a geometry of posts and nets, a shadow of human order on the water’s muscle. As they approached, Nika heard another presence, below hearing but crouched there, a machine note like a held word, too steady to be tide.
“Do you hear that?” she asked.
Arve shook his head, mouth flattening. “Not with these ears. With yours? How big?”
“Big enough to be a generator. Or multiple small ones in a lattice. It’s… humming a pattern.” She turned the Gull, allowing its narrow appetite to swallow one wedge of sound at a time. A low thud rung through the line, up her wrist, into bone. The count made sense on the second repetition. “Forty-five seconds. Then a shift. The interval matches a short-range ping.”
“Drones,” Arve said. “Fish farmers love them. Men who fish something else love them more.” He throttled down, let the boat’s bow drop a little. “Give me the rope. We’ll drift, let you listen.”
They slid into the lee of a kelp bed, stalks whispering against the hull. Nika lowered the Gull deeper. The recorder’s light breathed steady. The whales announced themselves with a tremor first—felt more than heard—a vast body singing heat into the cold. And under that, like a bleeding, the voice again: “Omega… four-thirty…” The words were laced with water, their edges softened to nothing, but the cadence of desperation didn’t dissolve.
Her heart fell and found its place again in one sharp lurch. “It’s live,” she said hoarsely. “This isn’t a ghost in a file. They’re transmitting now.”
Arve met her eyes and didn’t look away. “Then we either leave or we move.”
They moved.
They circled the sea farm’s perimeter, avoiding the bright cones of the few working lamps. The platform itself hunched in the water like a bored animal. Up close, it wasn’t abandoned at all. It had the tidiness of something used only by men who knew they would not be inspected.
Arve nosed the skiff under the lip of a dock that stank of diesel and salt. Nika unspooled rope with small movements, the fiber slick under her wet gloves, and found the anchor point by touch. She slipped into the black water to her waist, teeth clacking exactly twice as the cold finished convincing her body it was serious. The Gull hung at her knee, patient.
She placed the head against the metal of the dock’s underside, feet braced on slimy crossbeams. The recorder blinked and blinked. The machine hum sharpened against the plate, turned from a shape into a sentence. When the voice came again, it was nearer, the breath catching on the last syllable. “Omega Shelf. Transfer. 04:30. Repeat.”
“Transfer,” Nika whispered. A gull shifted overhead. Her mouth tasted like coins.
Arve tapped the dock twice with a knuckle. A light strafed across the water a dozen meters off, the quick sweep of a handheld, not mounted. Voices carried: English braided with dialect from just down the coast. The line of the light moved on. Nika steadied herself and slid the Gull along the metal inch by inch, mapping the source like a blind person reading a face.
She pulled herself back into the skiff with the gracelessness of a seal, breath sawing. Arve hauled her elbow with the minimum force that helped without making her a passenger. “RIB,” he said, tipping his chin outward. “They’re playing the south edge. We’re leaving unless you want to shake hands.”
“Leaving,” she said immediately, and gathered the cable in quick coils she could undo in an instant if she had to. The engine coughed once and caught. Arve steered them back into the kelp shadow.
The RIB’s wake slopped against the Marsvin’s side, a slick push that nearly spun them. Nika grabbed the gunwale. The light tripped over them once—a pale wash that grazed her cheek and went on. The voices argued about a flat battery. The RIB moved off. Nika’s phone, zipped in the inner pocket of her jacket, buzzed. She could not make herself move to check it.
When they cleared the farm, Arve exhaled loudly. “Two hours,” he said. “A liar’s measure of time, but enough.” He looked at her in a way that balanced fear and pride. “You can give the ocean back what they take from it by pointing a camera at them. Or you can aim a radio. Which one do you want?”
Nika wiped water from her nose with the heel of her hand and tasted salt and copper. “Both,” she said. The recorder’s tiny light glowed like a star caught by accident in a jar.

    
The Platform
Fog bent low over Lysvik Platform, rubbing against the railings like a cat that didn’t mean affection. Dawn still sulked behind the glacier; the world was a handful of acrylic grays. The platform’s latticework rose and vanished as veils thickened and thinned, but the thrum of its heart was steady now, the generator’s insistence and the mindless voice of pumps.
Arve ran the Marsvin in under a service ladder where chains had been allowed to rust artistically. Nika took her time with the climb, fingers numb and sure at once, boots slipping and catching by instinct. The metal was wet, cold enough to feel like heat. She counted each rung like a litany she didn’t believe but needed.
At the top, the catwalks hummed underfoot, a vibration felt more than heard. The place had been built for fish and now held a secret made of numbers and fear. Nets hung slack where the pens had been; their waterline was gouged by old harvests. A camera blinked a red indifferent eyelid. Nika pressed herself to the side of the control shed and listened with her cheeks, her hands, the soles of her feet. Voices. Not many. Someone complaining about coffee. Someone timing something against a watch.
Arve crouched beside a coil of rope, wiping an expression off his face that had too many years on it. “Give me seven minutes,” he whispered. “Take the eighth to regret it and the ninth to run.” Then he stood and walked out, hands loose, shoulders embracing the hunch of a man taking out the trash.
A voice hailed him. He ignored it until the person moved to intercept. “Did the boss’s dog forget his leash?” Arve said, adjusting his cap to show exactly how old he was and how little anyone could do to change it.
Nika slid around the back of the shed while their voices bled to the other side. The door was locked with a keypad crusted in salt; she avoided it and found the window latch, where a careless technician had jammed tape to keep it from sticking. She eased it up, slid through belly-first, and landed on knees in a room that had been painted white and then stained with other decisions.
The control room had six monitors, three on, two asleep, one dying with a faint high whine. Spreadsheets lay open like dried skin, columns of numbers that knew intended volumes and actual ones. She moved through the space, leaving no prints on the desk, and plugged the field recorder into a USB port like a tourist asking to share a plug. The file tree sputtered up. She copied the live logs, the metadata, the emergency frequency list. She found a folder marked AIS, set to piggyback on the emergency channel.
A woman’s face moved on one of the screens: the helipad from above, a raw slab currently empty. Another showed underwater. The pen looked like a stadium in fog, and something dented the net from beneath hard enough to tug it like breath.
Nika turned the volume on the underwater feed to a whisper. A drone slide-whined. Behind it, too human, there was a long, hopeless exhalation. It didn’t come again. She swallowed hard against a rising sting in her nose.
The door opened like a coincidence becoming intent. Nika didn’t have time to tuck into the shadows; she turned, breathing as if she’d always belonged here and had just been interrupted by the idea that she didn’t. Two men stepped in, and last, a woman who carried command like other people carried posture.
“Dr. Solberg,” the woman said, not looking surprised. She closed the door with her palm and leaned against it, considering Nika like a problem on a chalkboard that would be solved if the solver didn’t blink. “You’re very much where you shouldn’t be.”
Nika met her eyes and felt that minor fall of stomach that comes when you realize the story you’re in has already been written by someone else. “You have a file on me,” she said, because it cost nothing to name the obvious.
“On everyone who can hear the truth,” the woman said. She had pale hair slicked off her face and a mouth made for persuasion. “Karin Vahl.” She didn’t offer a hand. “Operations. We keep the lights on. We keep the noise down. You have taken an interest in one of our experiments.”
“Your experiment said ‘transfer at four-thirty,’” Nika said. “Experiments don’t usually schedule logistics.”
Karin smiled without making anyone feel better. “You’re clever. That’s not a comfort today.” She moved farther into the room, glanced at the monitors, let her eyes lick over the cable Nika had trailed to the USB. “You’re also sloppy. Do you know why we use whale corridors?”
Nika blinked, taken off balance by the question. “Propagation. Attenuation is manageable. Low-frequency carries.”
“And it hides something if you’re careful, the way a strong perfume hides cigarette smoke.” Karin nodded, as if pleased to see a child do a trick. “We’re calibrating communications. We’re doing what every oil and data company is doing—teaching the ocean to carry our whispers.” Her expression cooled. “But we are expensive people. We do not like our toys taken apart by curious cats.”
“Where is Signe Arvesen?” Nika asked. The names came out rough; she hadn’t meant to put them in the room, hadn’t meant to make them that real.
Karin’s eyes softened half a degree. “With her employer,” she said. A gesture, almost a shrug. “She was unlucky. When luck arranges a debt, we prefer to amortize. She is useful.”
Nika didn’t look at the underwater monitor. “As bait?”
“As calibration,” Karin said, and the precision of the word made Nika’s mouth fill with metal again. “We put a voice in the water to measure the range of retrieval under hostile noise. That is—scientific.” She tilted her head. “I will let you walk off this platform if you hand me your recorder and the drive you took from your lab. Or I will let the men behind you keep you until you don’t want to keep anything anymore. Do not mistake which is kindness.”
Arve shouted outside, a sound like a gull but older, and something heavy crashed into a railing.
Karin sighed lightly. “Or perhaps we will negate your choice and take the slightly longer road.” She nodded. The men moved.
Nika stepped back into the desk and felt the edge bite. A small plastic box under her palm hummed. She had not been counting on heroics. She had been counting on noise.
When the test alarm triggered, it filled the metal corridors like a hurricane trapped in a pipe. Nika slapped the switch under the desk that she’d found by accident, then grabbed the handheld fire extinguisher and pulled the pin with her teeth. The alarm pulsed in that exact interval she had measured at the kelp bed. The platform had tuned itself into its own kind of dizziness.
The men flinched. Karin didn’t. She looked annoyed and raised two fingers. “Find the breaker,” she told one, and to Nika, over the synthetic howl: “That was clever once. It won’t be again.”
Nika bluffed a throw with the extinguisher. When they ducked, she swung it hard along a shoulder instead, just once, enough to interrupt muscle memory. She darted past the larger man and into the corridor where the sound felt viscous. She ran on a grid of metal that flexed under her in fractions.
Arve came around the corner with a coil of rope slung like a trophy and an expression that would have been glee if he weren’t seventy. “Left!” he yelled, and she went left, trusting the way his body pointed. Behind them, a baton cracked against the catwalk, and sparks spat sideways into the fog.
“Control the helipad!” Karin’s order cut through the noise. “She’s heading for the mast!”
Nika didn’t know where she was heading until her feet started making that decision for her. The helipad would give line of sight to everything. It would also be the stupidest place to be when you wanted not to be seen.
A drone skimmed the surface beneath the grating, a dull, insect hatred. Its lights stuttered in the fog. It hummed up to match them and made an attempt at language: a siren that wasn’t the alarm. The misfit of tones made her stomach lurch, a seasick on land.
She took the narrow catwalk over the main tank, a slatted thing that had never loved humans. The net below bulged with something that pressed against it and slid away with a sound like hands on a wet drum. The metal shook. Halfway across, her left ankle turned, a white hot pain as wrong and truthful as ice.
Arve caught her arm when she reached the far side, shoved her behind the cover of a bulkhead, and pushed a rag into her hand. “Blood,” he said. “Hide it. The dogs follow the clean.” He peered around the edge, jaw tightening. “They’ve got the door.”
“Then we go down,” Nika said, and surprised herself by not hating the courage in her voice.
“Down,” Arve confirmed, and swung onto the ladder with the irritably competent grace of someone who had never stopped climbing things.
The lower level stank of iodine and decay under bleach. The room they entered was an afterthought, a place where someone stored not things but evidence that things had happened. The floor was always wet. The sound of the platform was stronger here, its bones rehearsing the vibrations they’d been taught. Nika could pick out the pattern of the drone pings now, how they used the corridor to taste the fjord and send word back to their keepers that no one was here.
A shape moved in the corner, wrapped in the kind of blanket you buy by the gross. A face lifted out of it—white with fatigue, made of cheekbones and grit. Signe’s mouth formed Nika’s name like it either hurt or healed to say it. “Nika.”
Arve didn’t move for a quarter second that stretched like a year. His breath came out as a laugh and a sob too short to be either. He dropped to his knees in a clatter of old joints and pressed his forehead to Signe’s shoulder as if confirming bone met bone. “Girl,” he said, not trusting more.
They cut the cable from Signe’s wrists with a knife Arve produced from the pocket where old men keep unexpected knives. Signe’s fingers twitched and then clamped around Nika’s wrist with surprising force. “You have it?” Signe whispered, her voice a sanded thing.
“Files, recordings, a name,” Nika said quickly. “Transfer at four-thirty. We have to move.”
“Containers,” Signe said. “Not kelp. Something in drums. They say not poison. It smells like the inside of a battery blew up.” She coughed. “They wanted me to talk in the water. They wanted to know how far that could be heard. I tried to say the numbers in a way that would make someone like you care.”
“I cared,” Nika said, and couldn’t stop the useless burning behind her eyes. “You did it.”
Alarms changed pitch in the hallway. The generic threat became specific. “This way,” Arve said, because he knew every ladder in the world and because the deck above had started to be a place that didn’t want them.
They hit the stair and met a body where it placed itself, unwelcome and solid. The man raised a baton. Signe moved with a suddenness that belonged to someone who had already lost courtesy. She took the hit on the forearm and returned it with her elbow into his throat. The man reeled. Nika didn’t watch him fall. They ran.
On the helipad, the fog peeled back for a moment like a curtain, showing the fjord taut with morning—a line of pink under the cloud’s belly, the mountains set there as if to be believed later. A helicopter would have made sense next, in someone else’s movie. Instead, Karin stood with three men and a radio, eyes on them like a parent tired of all the ways children could be stupid.
“Options,” Karin called. “None of them ideal. Pick fast.”

    
Broadcast
The deck trembled faintly under Nika’s boots, a physical stutter that had nothing to do with nerves. She scanned the platform: mast, cables, the antenna array bristling with intentions. The AIS unit sat in an insulated box under the ladder with a lock small enough to be insult.
“Give me thirty seconds,” she said to Arve and Signe without facing them. She knelt by the box and snapped the lock with a wrench she hadn’t had a minute ago. The lid lifted with the sigh of a promise broken. Inside, the operator’s panel glowed soft green. She could piggyback a broadcast on the emergency channel, but it would ping every boat and relay within a hundred kilometers, including people she’d rather not invite.
Karin’s voice addressed the air. “You’ll criminalize yourself if you do that,” she said, conversational, almost kind. “You’ll wake people who don’t get back to sleep.”
Nika stripped cable with teeth she paid too much to keep straight and attached the Gull’s output through the field recorder, turning the hydrophone into a microphone preamp. It was ugly; it would work. She thumbed two dials and felt the old Bakelite of Arve’s transceiver under her palm as if it wanted to remember how to be more useful than a collectible.
Signe stepped in front of Karin’s men with a posture that said she’d kick their shins and worse if they moved. Arve planted himself with her, hands loose, a rope around his arm like an ornament that could become an argument.
Nika keyed the channel and spoke. The words were too big until they weren’t. “Mayday, Mayday. This is Nika Solberg on Lysvik Platform. Broadcasting evidence of illegal detention, tampering with emergency frequencies, and maritime pollution. Recording attached.” She pressed the play on the recorder and let the ocean she’d bottled pour into the airwaves.
The whales rose, that old aching door opening. Under them, Signe’s whispers threaded: coordinates, the word Omega, the time. Nika layered the logs in, the files she’d dragged, the names that would stick to ears like burrs. She added her voice: “Underwater drones used to relay across the Hval corridor. Vessels with no AIS signature have docked here at night. A transfer is scheduled at oh-four-thirty.”
Somewhere in the static, other voices replied—first the nervous chatter of fishermen who didn’t know what they were hearing, then a crisp, clipped tone that made Nika’s chest break and repair in the space of a second. “Nika, this is Patrol Two-Victor. If you’re there, keep talking. Keep the line.” Maya.
Karin flicked her fingers. “Cut the power,” she told one of the men. Her voice had cooled from persuasion to its metal core.
The man hesitated, the kind of hesitation that lives in the small part of a person that still asks questions. He moved anyway. Nika reached and yanked the portable unit off its cradle. The panel’s light dipped but stayed. Arve’s transceiver hummed louder as if angry.
“Five minutes,” Nika said into the mic. “I need five minutes.”
“Three,” Maya said. “We’re at the mouth. Fog is a liar. Keep them on the roof if you can.”
“Understood.” Nika looked at Karin and felt how sleep and winter and fear had pried something open in her and how it wasn’t going to close neatly. “You taught the ocean to carry whispers,” she said. “It’s learning to shout back.”
They abandoned the helipad like a bad theory and ran for the exterior stairs. Signe moved on adrenaline and muscle memory, Arve on a different, older fuel that never seemed to burn out. The Marsvin waited below like a promise they didn’t deserve.
A pair of RIBs cut loose from the platform’s south dock at the same time, near-expressionless men at the helms. The first swung wide, to push them toward the shoals. The second kept closer, a shepherd dog with no warm thoughts about sheep. Behind, boots rattled the stairs, and someone shouted into a radio in a cadence that suggested training far from here.
Arve pushed the skiff off with a violent tenderness, and Nika gunned the outboard, the prop sucking air before it bit water and drove. The boat jerked like a frightened animal and then found a line in the confusion. Salt and fog hit her face hard enough to be a slap. She welcomed it. It said she was alive and in a body that could move.
“Low frequency,” she said to herself as much as to them. “Confuse their scanning—give them ghosts.” She shoved the Gull over the side on a short leash, cranked the recorder’s output to something that would have broken a better machine, and pulsed a bass note she’d built from recordings of the tunnel’s own echo.
The RIB nearest flinched sideways, a stupid choreography; sonar saw a cliff where there was none for a second and told the pilot to be a different shape. The second adjusted, smarter or luckier.
“Good trick,” Signe called, teeth visible. “Again.”
Nika did it again, though the signal cooked the recorder and made her fingertips buzz. The whales answered as if insulted, their own deep vowels rising. Nothing alive had meant to share this frequency this way. The layer cake of sound stacked to something almost physical. The Marsvin leapt and slapped the water as if the sea had decided to behave like land in protest.
A wave broke wrong off the edge of a kelp bed and lifted the first RIB at an angle that looked almost comic until the stern slid right and kissed a rock hidden like a lie. The crack of fiberglass carried across the hum. The boat slew and threw two men into the water in bright, expensive jackets, who immediately discovered that cold was a language that didn’t want to learn theirs.
“Hold,” Arve said hoarsely into the wind, as much to the sea as to Nika. She held. The skiff threaded the channel between the kelp like a needle finding old holes it had made.
The second RIB bore down anyway, smarter, angrier. The pilot wore his headset like a crown he’d paid for; he would not be the man who went home without a prize. He closed in. The wake of his bow gnawed at the Marsvin’s stern. Signe twisted around and raised an oar like a spear without hope or point. Nika’s laugh came out like a cough.
The fjord narrowed where the tunnel collapse had buckled the rock into a warning. Ice clung to the walls of the cliff like an old covenant. The water here moved as if remembering. Sound loved this place. It ran around corners, doubled back on itself, reflected in sheets so clean they made lies look like hospitality.
“Take us under the grey scar,” Arve said, voice calm like a teacher’s in a fire drill. “She won’t be able to make the turn we can.”
Nika angled toward the stain of rock that kept nothing but attention. The RIB’s engine climbed, eager. The pilot thought he knew them. He might have been right. He might have been ahead in some other life. Nika adjusted the Gull’s angle by feel, pushing a pulse that was not loud but exact, bouncing it off the cliff’s face so that the sound returned to the RIB as rush and wall, rush and wall, faster than a man could parse.
The second where all of those things made a corridor, the RIB chose the wrong one because a human in fog thinks about where a wall should be and a machine thinks about where it hears one. The boat’s bow hit a ridge wearing kelp like a bad wig. The crunch sounded like something being taught and failing to learn. The pilot swore into his headset with a strange, private intimacy.
Nika cut the engine. The Marsvin coasted, momentum enough to take them past the hazard. She heard the other boat’s hull complain in a way that would be money later for someone else. A horn sounded from the mouth of the fjord—one of the patrol vessels, low and certain. Her chest expanded for the first time since evening as if she’d been on a long, shallow dive.
Ahead, the water boiled in a way that had nothing to do with boats. Air rose through it in long, thoughtful strings. Whales surfaced, reluctant noblemen at a rally, their backs rolling under the mist. One exhaled a prehistoric punctuation that blew half their plans sideways. The RIB pilot saw that too late. He veered to avoid what any child knows not to hit. He ricocheted into his own wake and sat there a moment, seething, engine growling like a thing ashamed of needing rules.
“We’re not done,” Signe warned, voice low.
“No,” Nika said, and let the boat drift where a current invited it, the Marsvin understanding more now than before. The world smelled of breath and fuel and kelp that had decided it liked its age.
They reached the scar where the tunnel had failed, a place the water had kept for itself even when men had come with plans and charts. Pieces of the cofferdam still sulked under the surface, an architecture of regret. The cliff above slumped a little, still offended months later.
Karin’s boat arrived fast, a hard-edged craft with a cabin and the posture of money that didn’t have to hide. She stood at the bow as if she’d been born on a prow, wind peeling her hair back to the facts. The coast guard’s horn announced itself again, a long syllable that bent through the fog, but Karin kept her angle a moment longer like a person who wanted a photograph of the exact moment something important didn’t happen.
“End this,” she shouted, and the edge in her voice was either desperation or boredom, and Nika couldn’t tell which one she hated more.
Nika turned the Gull in her hands. The cable snaked over her knuckles like something live. “She wants us to run,” she said to herself. “We don’t.”
Arve looked at the cliff, the way a man reads a clock built before his own grandfather. “Hold here,” he said, and Nika held. Signe crouched, hands steady on the gunwale, eyes bright and tired and bright again.
Nika hummed, just to feel the notes in her chest. The Gull picked it up and carried it into rock, where it came back fatter. “I need a false echo,” she said. She shifted the angle a degree and sent a short, choked pulse. The cliff obliged, reflecting the sound so that it wrapped the narrow like a spiral staircase.
Karin’s pilot read garbage data for clear water and pressed anyway, trusting momentum. The boat’s stern slid a half meter on a patch of ice-slimed glare. The starboard edge kissed a metal tooth of old construction and protested with a noise that made everyone present think of dentistry. The bow dipped. The prop knocked something it hadn’t known was there.
The coast guard boat’s blue lights cut the fog into slices that had to be obeyed. Maya stood at the rail, feet wide, a line clipped to her harness. Her face was exactly the face she had when Nika had first broken a glass in Maya’s kitchen on purpose just to watch her not get angry.
“Karin Vahl,” Maya called. “By the authority—” and the rest of it belonged to paperwork and precedent. Karin didn’t argue. She merely looked at Nika, a look that had certainty under it that promised this was not an end in the way books promised ends.
“Get Signe aboard,” Maya shouted across. “Now.”
Signe moved as if something had let go inside her, a plank walked, a weight dropped. Arve steadied her while a coast guard crewman leaned out and caught her under the arm with a speed that made Nika grateful for other people’s training. She followed, legs vibrating from the day that had not yet become day.
Arve hesitated, looking at the Marsvin like a friend he didn’t like leaving alone. “Go,” Nika said, and reached back once to touch the skiff’s gunwale with the flat of her hand, a thanks.
They were onboard, wet and salt and ridiculous with luck, when Karin turned away without being told, a gesture that was neither surrender nor refusal. The men with her did what men do in uniforms of money when uniforms of law arrive—they became suddenly tired and suddenly short and suddenly fond of explanations.
In the days after, the town walked around with its collar open and head lighter as if a storm had left and forgotten to take everything it broke. The bakery under Nika’s apartment sold out of cinnamon knots by ten every morning because people bought them for each other with relief, not hunger. News vans came and parked awkwardly where out-of-town vans always parked, and then they left when the story became less about drama and more about court dates.
Signe slept three days and woke with a hunger for oranges and news about Arve’s blood pressure. Arve pretended he’d never felt better and then dutifully took the pills he’d been ignoring for ten months. On the second day, he handed Nika a logbook from the lighthouse, his handwriting a map of years. “You fill this now,” he said, and meant it.
Nika went back to the lab that first week when the locks had been changed and the smell of diesel had been replaced by the simpler smells of dust and coffee. She hung her wet jacket by the radiator and sat alone at the desk. The window now looked like a resurrection. She set the Gull on the table with care and ran a cable without hurry. When the whales sang that night, they didn’t bring any numbers with them. They were only themselves, and Nika cried exactly as much as that deserved.
Maya knocked without ceremony and came in with a plastic container of soup that had congealed into something that would be good again when heated. She set it on the desk and watched Nika’s face the way someone watches a sky to see if it will keep its promise. “You did something good,” she said. “You did something risky. Both can be true.” She reached out, brushed Nika’s hair behind her ear, and left the touch where it had been as if it could keep two people steady.
Nika printed the spectrogram of Signe’s whisper and pinned it to the wall at eye height. She printed the whales alone and pinned that beside it. She accepted a part-time contract with the coastal watch to monitor the Hval corridor for sounds that did not belong, and she made coffee in the blue tin every morning like a sacrament.
On a Sunday, the lighthouse lit again for the first time in years—only for an hour, an experimental ceremony, the bulb humming higher than memory. Arve stood on the pier while the beam reached for rain and found fog. The town cheered like it mattered, because it did. Nika stood beside him, scarf over her mouth, eyes full of wet light.
“Listen,” Arve said, even though there was nothing unusual to hear. She listened. The ocean breathed. The world didn’t keep secrets; it kept rhythms you could learn if you were patient and a little relentless. She considered the possibility that this was how you came back from the dark—by making a record of it and then playing something better over the top.
The Marsvin knocked the dock, impatient. Signe laughed. Maya leaned into Nika’s shoulder. And the numbers, this time, stayed in their places, while the sea carried other messages to people ready to hear them.
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