
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


SVALBARD

No man's land.

––––––––

Cristian Romero de la Torre


The people who live in the most inhospitable places on earth are the ones who demonstrate the true strength of the human spirit.

For where nature is most severe, the perseverance of those who inhabit it flourishes.

In Viking mythology, Fenrir's howl is a constant reminder of the untamed power that lies deep within the wilderness.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Cristian Romero © Copyright 2020

[image: ]






	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


1.


[image: ]




Adam Raske parked his black SUV beside the Bergen harbor. The drive from Oslo had felt endless; the storm-battered roads had forced him to stay tense for hours. Fatigue showed in his eyes, in every small gesture.

He hadn’t had much time to prepare. In the middle of the night, he’d received an unexpected call.

A man—who introduced himself only as an emissary of the Norwegian vice president, without giving a name or title—had made him an offer as tempting as it was unsettling. Adam had hesitated, wary of the lack of details, but the generous payment had eventually tipped the scales.

The instructions were simple: be in Bergen at eight sharp. A vessel and its crew would be waiting to sail for the Svalbard archipelago. A blizzard had struck the islands, cutting off all communications, isolating them completely.

After hanging up, Adam had packed with near-military precision. He filled his rucksack with gadgets and tools he guessed might prove useful. Then he left his apartment and drove through the night, crossing the country until he reached the harbor.

Now, closing the door of the BMW, he slung the pack over his shoulder and stepped onto the pier. The wind carried a biting cold; the briny tang of salt scraped at his throat.

As he advanced, two figures emerged at the end of the dock: a man and a woman.

The woman was the first to step forward. Blonde hair tucked under a cap, sharp features, and piercing blue eyes that seemed to size up everything they touched. She wore a white-and-gray winter camouflage uniform, perfectly fitted to her frame.

The man, by contrast, radiated calm. Square jaw, dark hair, a uniform closer to naval issue—though not quite official.

“Adam Raske?” the woman asked, her voice steady, without a trace of doubt.

“That’s me,” he replied flatly, eyes dull.

“Good. I’m Alva Olaf, and I’m in charge of this operation. Any problem with that?”

Adam shook his head, without enthusiasm.

“Then let’s move. We don’t have time to waste.”

The three of them walked to the dock’s edge, where a sturdy yacht waited—imposing despite the brutal weather.

“That’s our ride?” Adam arched a skeptical brow.

“It is,” the man replied with a trace of pride, his eyes lingering on the vessel. “Thirty meters long, seven wide, two meters draft.”

“I suppose you’re the captain.”

“Correct. Einar Landvik.” He extended his hand in greeting.

Adam ignored it. He crossed the gangway without a word, boarding with the same apathy that had driven him all night.

“Einar, time to set off,” Alva ordered.

“Yes, ma’am,” the captain answered, disappearing toward the bridge.

Alva caught up with Adam, who waited on deck, and motioned for him to follow. They crossed a narrow metal passageway and entered the yacht’s central cabin, where seven other crew members sat in silence.

The air smelled of diesel, undercut by the bitter trace of stale coffee abandoned in a cup.

All eyes turned to Adam the moment he stepped inside.

Most wore the same winter camo as Alva—except one. A woman in practical winter clothes and sturdy boots, her hair concealed beneath a black hijab. The sight stood out starkly amid all the gray.

“With all due respect, ma’am,” muttered a tall soldier with broad shoulders and a sly gaze, “I don’t see why we’re bringing civilians on such a simple mission.”

Adam raised a brow.

“You kidding, Jens?” another shot back. “That’s Adam Raske.”

“And that’s supposed to impress me?” Jens sneered.

Alva snapped her tongue against her teeth, cutting the tension.

“Enough. To avoid speculation, we’ll do introductions. One by one.” It wasn’t a suggestion—it was an order.

The sergeant grumbled but obeyed.

“Jens Ericsson, Sergeant, Alpha Unit. And I still think this is a waste of time.”

Alva’s icy stare forced him to soften his tone.

“Sub-Lieutenant Tove Holt,” said a fit woman, eyes fixed on Adam.

“Staff Sergeant Leif Vang,” a burly man added, his voice a gravelly bass.

“Mikkel Hummel, comms.” A skinny young man with fogged glasses spoke quickly, omitting his rank. No one seemed surprised.

“Haldor Haakonsson,” said another, his accent thick, his demeanor stern.

“Sub-Lieutenant Helga Solberg,” offered a red-haired woman, pairing her words with a warm smile. “An honor to meet you, Mr. Raske.”

Adam cleared his throat, uncomfortable.

“Thanks... I guess. Adam Raske.”

All eyes turned to the last to speak.

“Tahira Saadi,” said the woman in the hijab, her voice calm.

Jens didn’t miss the chance.

“And what’s the dark-haired girl doing here?” he snorted, his laugh brittle—and short-lived.

The silence that followed was suffocating.

“Call her that again,” Alva growled, stepping forward, “and you’ll scrub the deck with your teeth, Sergeant.”

Jens swallowed hard, looking away.

“Yes, ma’am... sorry.”

“Ms. Saadi is here as a medic,” Alva explained, her eyes sweeping the group. “And before anyone else asks: Svalbard’s storm has cut it off. We may find injured civilians. She’s one of Norway’s finest medical professionals. Be grateful she’s part of this mission.”

No one dared argue.

At that moment, the floor beneath them swayed. The hum of the engines grew louder—Einar had set course north.

The silence that followed was thick, uneasy. Pale patches of light drifted across the walls, rocking with the angry sea.

Alva broke it.

“Good. If anyone has questions, now’s the time.”

Adam raised a hand calmly, locking eyes with her.

“I’ve got one.”

“Go ahead, Raske.”

“What are your exact orders?” His voice was steady, almost testing.

“Svalbard’s been cut off since the storm,” Alva said plainly. “Comms are down. Our mission is simple: assess the situation, confirm the population’s safety, and determine what’s blocking communications.”

“And after that?”

“We’ve got medicine, supplies, and next-gen satellite phones onboard. We’ll distribute what’s needed, Mikkel will check the systems, and then we return to Bergen with a full report.”

Adam nodded once.

“Fine.”

“Anything else, Raske?”

“Not for now.”

Alva rose, adjusting her coat.

“I’ll speak with the captain. I expect you all to behave like adults in my absence. Helga, you’re in charge.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

She left, the door shutting with a clang that left silence in its wake. The distant thrum of the propellers and the groaning steel frame filled the void.

Minutes dragged until Jens spoke again.

“Any of you ever been to Svalbard?”

“I have. As a kid,” Haldor replied flatly. “My grandfather lived there.”

“What’s it like?” Tove asked.

“Cold. Different. I don’t remember much.”

“They say if you die there, your body never rots,” Jens muttered, eyes gleaming with morbid interest.

Haldor nodded slowly.

“It’s true. Permafrost preserves everything.”

The words hung, heavy.

“And now, in winter—it’s night all the time, right?” Jens pressed.

“Yes,” said Haldor. “Like Iceland, but worse. The dark there... it’s thicker. Longer.”

“Why’s that?”

“Did you ever go to school, Jens?” Leif chuckled.

“Polar night,” Haldor explained patiently. “Earth’s tilt and orbit keep the sun below the horizon all winter.”

“There—you learned something new.” Leif smirked.

“Eh. I’ve never been that far north. I’m from Kristiansand.”

Tove folded her arms.

“What I don’t get is why we’re packing so much firepower. Seen the ammo? Heavy caliber, more than usual.”

“Polar bears,” Adam cut in for the first time. “Precaution, I guess.”

“And who the hell are you supposed to be?” Jens shot back.

Adam stared at him, unblinking.

“None of your business. You do your job. I’ll do mine.”

The silence was immediate, broken only by Jens’s smirk.

“Polite, aren’t you.”

Helga snapped.

“Show some respect. You’re talking to a man who’s saved hundreds of lives. Adam’s worked government rescues, decorated by Luftambulansetjenesten and Norske Redningshunder.”

The sergeant blinked, caught off guard.

“Didn’t know that... so what’s he doing here?”

“Jens, enough!” Helga’s glare silenced him.

Leif shifted the topic.

“Whatever it is, let’s hope it’s quick. My daughter’s birthday is in three days, and I’ll be there for it.”

“Enjoy it while you can,” Tove sighed. “My son’s in university now—I barely see him.”

Adam stood abruptly, weary of the chatter. Without a word, he slipped out and climbed to the deck. The freezing air slapped his face, damp salt clinging to his clothes.

He sat on the metal stairs, pulled out a pack of cigarettes, and lit one with his Zippo. The metallic click echoed against the night. The sea stretched into darkness, horizon swallowed by low clouds.

As he neared the last drag, someone sat beside him. Tahira.

“Got one to spare?” she asked with a faint smile.

Adam nodded, passing her the pack, then the lighter. The flame flared briefly, catching the contrast of her dark eyes against the black hijab.
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“Been a long time since I smoked,” she said, exhaling into the icy air. “But I had to get out of there.”

Adam watched silently, without judgment.

“If I’m bothering you, I can move,” she added, misreading his quiet.

“It’s not that.” He shook his head. “I’m just not much of a talker.”

“Me neither.” She shrugged, settling beside him.

The smoke from their cigarettes mingled with the sea mist. A fragile, comfortable silence formed.

“So how’d they convince you to come?” Adam asked after a while.

“Money.” The word came quick, tinged with shame.

Adam nodded.

“Nothing wrong with that. I’m here for the same reason.”

Their eyes drifted back to the horizon, where sea and sky blurred into one endless black mass. Time stretched quietly, until Tahira rubbed her hands, shivering.

“It’s getting colder. I’m heading in. You coming?”

“Yeah.”

They stubbed out their cigarettes and went back inside.

The cabin was transformed—warm, bright, alive with noise. The crew had gathered around a makeshift card table.

“What’ve you got?” Helga teased Jens.

“Me? What’ve you got?”

Helga slammed her cards down with a flourish.

“Full house. Aces and threes.”

“Shit!” Jens threw his hand down.

Laughter erupted.

“Beat you again,” Helga sang, basking in her win.

“You’re cheating, somehow. I’ll figure it out,” Jens growled.

“You’re such a sore loser,” Tove shot back, grinning.

“Shut up and deal again!” Jens barked, drawing more laughter.

Adam stayed apart, uninterested. His gaze fell on Tahira, quietly smiling over a book in her lap. Curiosity nudged him closer.

“Traveling to Myself?” he murmured. “What is that, self-help?”

Tahira looked up, catching his tone.

“Not at all. It’s... more of a romance novel.”

“‘More of’—” Adam smirked. “Doesn’t sound convincing.”

“It’s not a typical love story,” she said, marking the page with her finger. “It’s a metaphor. The important thing isn’t the destination, it’s who you share the journey with.”

Adam raised a brow.

“Strange stuff you read.”

“And you? What do you usually read?”

He was about to answer when the door screeched open. Heavy boots thudded in.
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