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Prologue


Arctic Graveyard


Longyearbyen


In the high Arctic the year only has one day: the sun comes up once and goes down once.


Sunset in October lasts almost a week before darkness descends for the winter.


In Longyearbyen it had been night for only a month. Owing to the wind chill, the temperature of minus 11°C was closer to minus 19°C. Out of the November darkness of the Advent Valley a light appeared, faint at first, then growing gradually brighter until a headlight became visible.


The witness who had first raised the alarm – the owner of Casa Polaris, a holiday cabin situated on a slight slope above the flat valley floor – would later say it was the jerky, erratic light that had first caught her attention.


Governor Robert Eliassen had just finished his working day following a meeting with the pastor. He was a burly police officer in his sixties who had got the job after a long, successful career in the police and security services in northern Norway. Wearing a trapper hat and wind mittens, he had just set out on his snowmobile on the 300-metre stretch back to the governor’s estate.


The pastor had wanted to discuss the graveyard on the slope towards the summit of Plåtafjellet, where the permafrost was slowly forcing all the coffins up out of the earth. Everything buried on Svalbard came up again sooner or later.


The pastor had shown him an article in the international media about it being “forbidden to die” on the archipelago. An exaggeration perhaps, but the place was no “cradle-to-grave” community, as Eliassen was fond of saying.


Svalbard was not a place to be born or to die.


Contrary to what most visitors assume, the name Longyearbyen has nothing to do with the seasons at 78 degrees north. The appellation is not related to the polar night and the midnight sun, those phenomena in the outermost regions so fundamentally at odds with our common human categorisation of reality – the sun rising in the morning and going down at night – that they can induce madness, delirium or cause one to be bitten by the so-called “polar bug”, which renders life on the mainland empty and meaningless. No, Longyearbyen is named after an American miner.


Eliassen had almost reached the governor’s estate, a cosy yard surrounded by red wooden houses that stood in stark contrast to its futuristic neighbour, the governor’s administration building. “Darth Vader has landed in Longyearbyen” was how one foreign reporter had described it. Another wag had observed: “What may be considered fantasy and science fiction in other places is social realism on Svalbard.”


At that moment Eliassen heard the whine of an engine and saw a snowmobile burst through a snow bank at speed before coming to an abrupt halt in the yard.


“Hey!” he called out, dismounting and running the last few metres over to the vehicle.


Atop the snowmobile a thickset, bearded man was sitting almost rigid before, with what appeared to be a strenuous effort, he rose from the seat and collapsed in the snow.


Hypothermia, Eliassen quickly concluded. Years in the Arctic had not only made him adept at avoiding the condition himself, but also to see when those with less experience of the region had not managed to adequately protect themselves from the cold.


He tried communicating in both English and Russian but failed to illicit a response. As he made to take hold of the man by the shoulder, the Russian mumbled something.


“Don’t . . . don’t touch!”


His eyes struggled to focus on the governor.


“Medical care . . . emergency . . .”


“I’ll get you medical help, of course I will,” Eliassen said. “But you can’t lie here. You risk freezing to death.”


It was as though the man pulled himself together. “P-p-poison,” he said.


“What?” the governor replied.


“Poisoned,” the Russian whispered in English, in a low, rasping voice.


Robert Eliassen stood up and took a step back. Had he touched the man lying on the ground in front of him? No, but he had been a hair’s breadth from doing so. He took out his phone, called a number and described the situation in a few brief words to A & E.


“Who are you?” Eliassen asked.


“My name . . . is . . . Colonel . . . Vasily . . . Zemlyakov . . .”


“Where have you come from?”


“B-B-barentsburg.”


“My name is Robert Eliassen and I’m Norway’s chief official here on Svalbard,” the governor said with authority.


The Russian convulsed, ending up on his side with his head in a little snowdrift. Eliassen could see blood beginning to trickle from his nose and mouth.


“The ambulance is on its way.”


Several things were clear to him. Firstly, this man was fatally ill. Secondly, if the Russians had poisoned him, God alone knew if he too was in danger.


A poisoned Russian colonel on NATO territory was an international incident. In Brussels such an occurrence could be characterised as a chemical attack. Eliassen shuddered.


“Governor?” Zemlyakov whispered and pointed in the direction of the Advent Valley. “Falck?”


“Falck?”


Governor Eliassen stared at the man in front of him. He was of course aware of the Falck family’s business activities on Svalbard. They had held mining rights there since 1916. Furthermore, Hans Falck, the celebrated doctor, was an old acquaintance from the 1970s, back when Eliassen was busy keeping communists like him under surveillance.


“What do you mean?”


“Falck have a foundation and a company . . . SAGA.”


“And?”


Zemlyakov coughed up blood.


“We have someone on the inside of SAGA.”


“Who?” the governor asked.


Just then the ambulance arrived and two people in hazmat suits carrying a stretcher rushed over. They gently lifted the Russian and placed him on the stretcher. Zemlyakov turned his head as they were about to place an oxygen mask on him. He gave Eliassen an entreating look.


“Someone in the family . . . you’ll get the name . . . in exchange for my protection.”


He passed out. The ambulance drove away.


Robert Eliassen switched off the ignition on the snowmobile. Silence fell. He stood staring at the Opera Mountain on the far side of the fjord. In the darkness it resembled a theatre stage with the lights off. A mole inside the Falck family?


He took out his phone and rang the doctor on call.


“I need to question the Russian,” Eliassen said, “as soon as possible.”


“I’m afraid that’ll be impossible,” the doctor answered and drew a deep breath. “The patient died in the ambulance. There was nothing we could do.”










Part I


Advent
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330th Squadron


Norwegian waters, northern Norway


The rescue helicopter, a Sea King, lifted from the helipad as though being hoisted and paused several metres above the ground, swaying in the wind, before tilting its nose slightly downward and flying out over Vestfjorden.


The message had been concise: Russian trawler north-west of Sortland. Captain acutely ill.


Hans Falck, seated at the back of the aircraft to the right of the rescue swimmer, was wearing a signal-red survival suit with wool underneath, and had a three-point seat belt fastened. Sleet lashed the window. There was a strong headwind; the cabin shook, causing the tightly packed medical equipment to rattle. It was the final day of the crew’s current stint on emergency standby.


Below he could make out the strait between Bodø and the high peaks of Landegode Island. Although it was early in the morning, the November light was so dim that the cabin was bathed in dusky darkness.


Ever since he was a boy and his uncle Herbert had shown him the stuffed polar bear at the Svalbard office of the Hanseatic Steamship Company, Hans had been drawn to the north. For him it was akin to a law of physics, like gravity bringing an object to the ground. All the memories of this part of the country lay hidden deep within him, in the same way people carry their lost youth or the reminiscence of an old flame. The air could conjure it: the dampness by the coast, the dry, freezing conditions on the plateaus inland. Or the rugged, endless landscapes covered in snow, illuminated by the Northern Lights in winter and bathed in eternal sun in the summer. The northerners’ warmth and friendliness reminded him of the people in the Levant.


“Doctor Hans,” Giske, the rescue diver, said. The confident young western Norwegian took a slurp from a cup of instant soup and looked nonchalantly out at the storm. “Wasn’t it down there that the Hurtigruten ferry with those relatives of yours sank during the war?”


Hans stared pensively down at the spumy whitecaps in Vestfjorden. The shipwreck had led the Oslo branch of the family to deviate from the direct line of descent in the Falck family. The biggest of their many lies.


It had also been in these parts, during a seminar in Trollfjorden, that Siri Greve had come to him with a copy of Vera’s will.


Greve had offered him and his branch of the family control of a company worth twelve billion kroner, a non-profit foundation, and perhaps the most attractive piece of private property in the country. M. Magnus had been on at him a lot lately. “You have to exercise your rights, claim what’s yours,” he insisted.


Of course, Hans could offer good reasons for not having taken up the fight. That his radical conscience stood in direct opposition to the Falck fortune. That his idealism was incompatible with modern private capitalism. That his place was in the field and not in some rose tower at Rederhaugen.


For him, saving one life was saving the world.


He could say all this, and those listening would be lost in admiration, as they always were when he spoke, whether that was around a dinner table, after receiving an honorary degree, in a Lebanese refugee camp, or at a public meeting in northern Norway called to fight the closure of a local hospital.


They would all sit spellbound.


In the eyes of the world, Hans was the exemplar of a man of action. When the alarm went, when the bombs were falling and people were in distress, no one was on the scene quicker. It was a drug. But when family relations became difficult, Hans buried his own secrets below layer upon layer of work.


The Sea King helicopter shook violently just as the contours of the Lofoten Wall, shrouded in storm clouds and low fog, emerged below him on the left side.


Like Hans, Giske the rescue swimmer had that resting-pulse composure that seemed so alien to civilians, who were afraid of even slight turbulence on a commercial airliner. That type of thing had never scared Hans. It was the silence he feared – the stillness after an agonising conversation at the dinner table, following the exposure of infidelity.


They had flown above the rugged, mountainous islands in Vesterålen and were headed out over the endless Atlantic when the pilot’s voice came over the headset.


“Five minutes to reported position. Giske, stand by for descent to boat.”


Hans spotted the trawler first: a blue hull below a black winch with the bridge towards the bow and a broad stern, high and rigid, like a factory at sea. Maybe thirty metres long, although it was difficult to gauge for sure. A blast of wind lifted the helicopter into an updraught and back down into an air pocket, like a ship at sea. The diver stood up and made his way to the open hatch with a swaying gait. An icy wind hit them. The navigator had got to his feet and was beside him.


“We’re in position,” the pilot said, with that forthright, almost nonchalant voice that was the mark of a safe pair of hands in rough weather.


“Any update on the captain’s injuries?” Hans asked. “Alcohol poisoning?”


“They seem quite stressed,” the navigator said. “If I had to guess, I’d say it’s something acute and painful.”


“Giske, prepare for descent,” the pilot ordered.


The navigator and engineer double-checked that the rescuer was secured. Grasping the bar above the hatch with both hands, Giske leaned out and allowed himself to be lowered in the wind. Snow blew into the helicopter, heavy flakes melting on the thigh of Hans’s red survival suit. The rotor blades made an infernal racket.


After what felt like an eternity, the rescuer eventually reported he was on the deck.


“Status of the Russian?” the navigator radioed.


“They won’t let me enter the cabin where he’s lying,” Giske shouted. “But from what I can gather, he’s suffering intense pain in the abdominal region. Condition poor in general.”


“You need to get him on the stretcher,” the navigator shouted, “then we’ll have a look at him up here and take him to Bodø.”


There was crackling on the line and the sound of voices raised in anger.


“The Russians are refusing to let me take him,” Giske radioed. “They think it’s too dangerous, and he’s in too bad a state.”


“Then there’s nothing we can do,” the navigator said. “We’ll bring you back up.”


“Wait!” Hans shouted into the headset. “Giske, can you ask the Russians to have someone place a hand on his lower abdomen? Tell them to press down, no more than a couple of centimetres. Is he in any more pain?”


“Surprisingly little, they’re telling me,” the rescuer said after several seconds.


“Ask them to release the pressure with a swift movement.”


The subsequent scream left no room for doubt.


In the cockpit, the navigator, engineer and Hans exchanged glances.


“I think we can save the guy,” Hans said in a serious tone. “I’m going down.”


The others nodded in silent agreement.


Hans linked himself securely to the line, stood up and took staggering steps through the swaying helicopter cabin over to the hatch. He clipped himself into the hoist harness. The navigator double-checked the attachments.


Then Hans swung out into the blackness and began to descend. The noise of the rotor blades mingled with the wind. Far, far below he could make out the lights of the trawler. He was so high up. The outline of the vessel came into view on the crest of a wave, seeming as motionless as a stranded ship at low tide, before disappearing down into a trough of white-whipped foam. He swung so far back and forth that for a moment he thought he would be hurled into one of the masts.


The wind was strong, but with the weight bag at the end of the guideline providing ballast Hans felt safe.


Now he could see the trawler clearly. A large, rusty beast.


Seven metres to go, five metres, three metres . . .


Down on the deck he released himself from the harness and began walking unsteadily. “What’ll we do?” Giske asked.


“You wait here,” Hans shouted. “I’ll talk to the Russians.”


Two Russian seamen approached him. In the wind Hans shouted that he was a doctor and he had a suspicion of what was ailing the captain.


One of the Russians gestured and attempted a response. “Doctor OK. Operation here.”


The other Russian took a step forward, as though to emphasise what they meant. Hans nodded and hurried up to the bridge, where he was shown to the captain’s quarters.


The captain was lying on a stretcher on the floor. He was an athletic, muscular man in his forties.


Hans opened the medic bag and assessed what he had to hand. He held a scalpel up to the light.


“Really?” one of the Russians said.


A big wave caused the wheelhouse to shake.


“It’s this or death,” Hans said soberly.


He administered a sedative and the captain went out quickly. The crew continued to stand around them.


“I need someone to help me,” Hans ordered, pointing at the seaman who seemed to speak the best English, before handing him a surgical mask and gloves. “You.”


Hans began by cutting through the captain’s shirt in the area between the upper pelvis and the navel. Placing a hand carefully on McBurney’s point on the lower abdomen, he applied surgical spirit. Using the scalpel, he made an incision about five centimetres long, and while the seaman helped keep the cut open, he negotiated the muscle fibres until the peritoneum was visible. The ship continued to roll. Making a slightly deeper incision, Hans opened the peritoneal cavity. He stuck his forefinger in to locate the large intestine.


Below that the swollen appendix came into view. It was red and the shape and size of an earthworm. Hans drew it up, found the appendicular artery, then secured and ligated it, before cutting it and pushing the stump of the appendix back in. Then he closed the abdominal wall and the skin. The operation took only minutes.


“For the last time,” Hans said, “he needs to come with us.”


“He stays,” the Russian replied brusquely. “Thank you, doctor.”


On his way out, Hans grabbed the beaker he had placed the appendix in, putting it in a diffusion-proof bag which he then sealed.


The rescue diver approached him. “Well?”


“Should be OK,” Hans answered.


“Fuck, some job,” Giske said.


There was a crackle over the radio.


“Falck, Giske?” the navigator said. “We’re running low on fuel.”


The Norwegians made their way quickly through the wheelhouse, down onto the deck.


“We’re ready to be hoisted up!” Hans shouted, his voice full of adrenalin.


The next second he sailed off in an arc over the gunwale, as the trawler rolled on a wave higher than any of the others.


Hans already understood. This would go wrong.


For a moment he had a sensation of weightlessness before he was hurled back towards the trawler and saw a steel mast growing before his eyes.


Because this was what he had always dreaded. Not death itself, but that concentrated fear of death, from the moment the free solo climber loses his grip on the rock face until he meets the ground, the second between the detonation of the roadside bomb and the blast it releases, the tenth of a second between the guillotine falling and it cutting the carotid arteries.


Then the curtain fell.
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The Time for Deceiving the Authorities is Over


Rederhaugen, Oslo


One of the first things Sasha Falck did as the new director of SAGA was to have the statue of Big Thor, which had long adorned the large square lawn in front of the main entrance, pulled down.


To replace it, she commissioned a sculptor to make a bust of her paternal grandmother. The artist specialised in figures of strong females and, however unclassifiable she might otherwise have been, Vera Lind certainly belonged in that category. Besides her writing, which held cult status in certain circles, she had defied the male members of the family, at great personal risk, in order to tell the truth.


Sasha looked up at the bronze face. It was early morning on September 1. There was much to be done before the naming ceremony of Falck 3 – a rescue boat the family business had donated to the Norwegian Sea Rescue Society – took place in the capital. After that, a reception was to be held at Rederhaugen. As director of SAGA, Sasha was playing a key role.


A cold winter rain was falling and raindrops lay like beads of sweat on the forehead of her grandmother’s likeness. Sasha pulled the already damp scarf tighter around her neck and stepped over the low railing separating the gravel path from the lawn where the bust stood. Vera Lind 1920–2015. Sasha had of course considered an epitaph, maybe something from one of Vera’s books, but the view her grandmother held of the inscription on the statue of Big Thor had dissuaded her. “To live on in the hearts we leave behind is not to die; more like ‘His mortal remains have left us but his pomposity will live for eternity’,” she would say with a scornful laugh.


The features of the bust resembled Sasha’s own face: the pointed Roman nose and the high cheekbones, although the coiffed hair indicated it was modelled on an older version of her grandmother. The skin was smooth, as though after a facelift; the eyes had the vacant aloofness of a statue as she stared out at the horizon of the fjord. Grandmother pointed towards another reality, of art and passion, beyond the self-control Sasha always strove for.


It had all begun the previous year when Vera, at the grand old age of ninety-five, had committed suicide. Her will was nowhere to be found. Despite her father’s warnings about not “looking under that rock”, Sasha had begun probing into her grandmother’s secrets. Her investigations had pointed her in the direction of Vera’s manuscript, The Sea Cemetery, originally written in 1970. In it, Vera had used a journey on the Hurtigruten ferry and its subsequent sinking during the Second World War to tear down the image of Sasha’s grandfather, Big Thor Falck, as a war hero. In reality, he had been a Nazi collaborator and a war profiteer. The manuscript had been seized and Vera had been placed under a guardianship order by her own son, Sasha’s father Olav.


When Sasha finally found the will, she understood why the relationship between Vera and Olav had been so fraught. Her son had been the result of a love affair with a German soldier. Sasha and Vera’s other descendants therefore fell outside the bloodline on which the Falcks based control over the family businesses and inheritance. With the stroke of a pen, her grandmother had, in effect, disinherited them. Sasha had burned the will. Even though the fear of this crime coming to light was still present, it grew weaker with every day that passed.


Sasha was making her way back towards the office when she heard a voice behind her.


“Alexandra?”


She stopped. Recognised the low, whispering voice and melodious north Norwegian accent of Martens Magnus. MM to his colleagues.


“You’re not my father,” she said. “Call me Sasha.”


MM possessed the sort of anti-charisma which often characterised people who succeeded in the labyrinth of bureaucracy. He had divorced the previous year, a development that had brought him and Olav closer.


But although M. Magnus was Olav’s confidant, that friendship was no obstacle to her father ridiculing him when his name came up in conversation with his children.


“MM would unplug his own mother from life support if he needed to charge his phone,” Olav would say. But people listened to his advice. He was a person worth staying on good terms with.


A stocky man with rat-like features, he belonged to the type of former special forces officer that combined cynicism with vanity. Today he was sporting a black double-breasted coat over a burgundy polo neck, and a strong scent of aftershave lingered around him.


“We need to talk,” he said in a firm tone.


Despite his flaws, when MM insisted on something, it was wise to listen. Sasha had appointed him head of SAGA’s North Norway Division, a move that had drawn approval from her father. In the north all activity – property, ports, shipping – had far-reaching political implications. It was a game MM mastered better than most. Her own learning curve had proved steep, but with angels and devils like Martens Magnus on her shoulder she had come through.


“As you’re aware, Sverre and the rest of the Afghanistan contingent are landing today,” MM said, as they made their way down towards the pavilion.


“We don’t have any contact,” Sasha said. “Was there another reason you wanted to talk?”


Martens Magnus nodded. “I’ve just come from a meeting with, among others, public officials and the governor of Svalbard.”


The story of the poisoned Russian colonel had caused a stir after the media had got hold of it some weeks previously. Longyearbyen society being so transparent, the inhabitants knew about every event almost as soon as it happened, and a possible chemical attack from Russia on sovereign Norwegian territory was not exactly a warning shot fired at a polar bear; it was international news. Governor Eliassen had been interviewed by Der Spiegel, the BBC and the New York Times, prime ministers had condemned, NATO had consulted and the Russians had denied.


“The results of the forensic examinations are back,” MM continued. “They show Zemlyakov had a high level of ricin in his system, and that he died of septicaemia. This is the same highly toxic protein used to kill a Bulgarian defector in London in 1978, among others. But the time frame is important. Ricin will usually kill people within three days, so it’s relatively slow acting. According to the post-mortem report, Zemlyakov had been poisoned at least twenty-four hours previously. And from the log of Russian shipping traffic we know he arrived on a Russian vessel that docked in Barentsburg four hours prior to the incident in Longyearbyen. Directly from a Russian base on Franz Josef Land.”


Sasha thought for a moment. “So, he was poisoned on Russian territory?”


“Looks very much like it,” MM replied. “Intelligence is of the view he planned his own escape to the West after the poisoning. He came by boat, stole a snowmobile in Barentsburg and drove to Longyearbyen, a trip that in darkness and without local knowledge took as much as three hours.”


“I’m familiar with the route,” she said.


“The fact the poisoning seems to have taken place on Russian territory is the reason for the relatively cautious nature of Norway’s official response.”


They had reached the shore at Øksevika. The low-lying clouds merged with the grey horizon.


“The colonel’s last words,” MM whispered, “were that the Russians had someone inside SAGA. In a central position.”


She swallowed, nodding slowly. Then she picked up a flat stone and skimmed it across the water. Why this now? Just as she was in the process of putting behind her the shocking events stirred up by her discovery of Vera’s manuscript and will. It had threatened to blow the family apart. Now her relationship with her father was on the mend, she was on top of things.


And now this.


“We have a strategy in place for the northern areas under your purview,” she said. “How does this information relate to them?”


“That’s precisely what I’m trying to ascertain.”


She turned to him. “What are the security services saying?”


“What indeed. They’re saying that equality, diversity and inclusion are important and that the investigation mustn’t clash with the holiday period. They’re looking into the matter.”


Sasha had met enough military types to know that they spoke about “the police”, as in the security police, with a condescension that surpassed how the police referred to security guards.


“The police are competent technicians and undercover operatives,” MM said. “I’ll give them that. I imagine they’ll turn up en masse to install microphones in the walls and monitor your phone, then send a few men later on to stake out the reception. But do you think they’ll catch a SAGA infiltrator in that way?”


He shook his head.


“So what do you suggest?”


“Johnny Berg,” he answered, without hesitation. His gaze was steady.


The thought of John Omar “Johnny” Berg had roughly the same effect on Sasha as when she stumbled upon online videos of daredevils balancing on the edges of skyscrapers and cranes: her blood pressure and heart rate went up, her breathing grew faster and her palms became sweaty. She tried to turn away but was drawn to what frightened her.


It was Johnny who had helped her find out the truth about The Sea Cemetery. He knew the entire truth.


The outsider, street boy, secret agent, lover, who, under the pretext of finding Vera’s manuscript, had manoeuvred himself into the family before she herself had intervened.


“I’m not in touch with Johnny Berg.”


Magnus sighed, with a little too much resignation for her taste.


“You should consider getting in touch. Berg could be a useful man to be on good terms with right now.”


Sasha made no reply. She could not say what she was thinking: that even if contrary to all reasoning she was to heed her darker instincts, Johnny did not want to have anything to do with her. She had burned Vera’s will before his eyes, then had him sent to prison. “Whatever we had, it’s over,” Sasha said, immediately regretting her choice of words. It sounded like a lover’s confession.


“Berg is out of prison and is writing a biography of Hans,” the officer said. “He’s regained partial custody of his daughter. Things are going much better, by all accounts.”


“The biography of Hans was a ploy to get inside the family,” she mumbled, while trying to conceal her curiosity.


“At the outset perhaps, but now it’s serious. Berg has a watertight reason to sit and work at Rederhaugen. Give him a desk somewhere. Let him find out who’s leaking information to the Russians. And not a word about this conversation, do you understand?”


“Martens,” Sasha said. “The time for deceiving the authorities is over. This is a job for the security services. If you ever drop hints abouts extra-parliamentary escapades under the auspices of SAGA again, I’ll see to it you’re placed under investigation – by the police.”


“Alexandra,” MM protested, before seeming to accept defeat.


“And one last thing,” Sasha said. “If you mention Johnny Berg’s name once more, I’ll see to it you never set foot in Rederhaugen again.”
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None Shall Drown


Honnørbryggen, Oslo


Olav Falck arrived late at Honnørbryggen dock for the boat-naming ceremony, and as he sank out of breath into the place reserved for him in the first row, he noticed the seat was wet and water was soaking through the seat of his corduroy trousers.


Damn. A damp backside had a tendency to cause a cold, and colds at his age had a tendency to last forever.


“Your Royal Highness, members of the Norwegian Society for Sea Rescue, family and friends,” Alexandra said from the podium as she looked out at the audience – from the princess, who was the patron of the lifeboat, to the retired politician who headed the rescue organisation, before her eyes fell on her father.


Sensitive as he was to the dynamics of power, Olav immediately recognised the new pecking order. What about familia ante omnia – family before all else? He himself had become a pleb. Only last week a receptionist at Rederhaugen had been about to stick a name tag on him, before Greve had rushed over to avert the indignity.


A red carpet at a right angle from City Hall behind them led to the dock, where Falck III lay floating on the grey-black surface. The rescue boat was large, that was beyond doubt. So large he wondered momentarily if the seabed conditions might be too shallow in here. From a structure astern with a roof big enough for a helipad, a walkway went to the wheelhouse towards the bow of the boat, with its high command bridge and a powerful mast on the roof.


His daughter leaned forward on the podium. “Who are we? Who are we as individuals and as a nation?”


Her rhetorical star turn, Olav thought, lines delivered for the first time at Vera’s memorial reception. They had since become something of a credo for her mission with SAGA.


“We’re a coastal nation,” she continued. “My grandmother, may she rest in peace, came from Lofoten. She grew up with stories about shipwrecks, with wraiths sailing half-boats with torn sails, with the constant fear of drowning, of loved ones never returning. Naturally, this made the people on the coast particularly religious. Prayer houses were aplenty, superstition was strong. Life was predestined. One could die at any time. In 1861 it was reported that between 712 and 759 fishermen were lost annually. Annually!”


He could see more and more of Vera, of the storyteller, in his daughter. Whatever might be said about the rescue service’s other donors, not many of them were gifted public speakers. She could hold the shipping aristocracy spellbound. Their own offspring were for the most part wastrels and party girls in London society, lacking any sense of history.


“We should therefore be grateful to those far-sighted people who gathered on a summer day in 1889 to establish the Norwegian Society for Sea Rescue. In my family we are proud and humbled to have played a part in that story by supporting rescue operations along the coast ever since we donated a wooden boat in 1916.”


His daughter had realised the power that lay in a young woman being versed in subjects his old friends spent their retirement studying: maritime history and genealogy.


“That lifeboat was named Falck,” she said, “and it was followed by Falck II in the 1960s and 70s. Falck II was fitted with an echo sounder from a rescue vessel named Skomvær II, which was later passed on to Sjøfareren, as though to illustrate that rescue boats exist in an unbroken historical line – a tradition we are extremely proud to be carrying on with Falck III. As part of the centenary celebrations of the family’s involvement with Svalbard, we’ll be organising an expedition to the archipelago on this boat, prior to handing it over to the Norwegian Society for Sea Rescue.”


Applause broke out. Olav shivered in the drizzle. Alexandra might be able to plot the Falck family’s place in the maelstrom of Norway’s history with a few elegant strokes of a pen, but did she have what it took when SAGA had to engage in realpolitik?


When his daughter succeeded him as CEO and chair of the board in the spring, he had sat her down to explain what the job involved, in all its technicalities. When he was finished, they had remained sitting in front of the log fire and he had fixed her with a solemn look.


“That was the official part of the briefing,” he had said. “Because SAGA always has been, and must continue to be, a spearhead serving Norwegian interests, and ultimately safeguarding our freedom.”


“We live in a democratic country, Daddy. One can’t carry on as one likes,” Alexandra had replied.


He had countered by telling her that that was exactly what SAGA was, a last line of defence for democracy when opponents were unwilling to accept democratic values and the rule of law.


Alexandra rounded off her speech with a surprise. “I’ve spoken about the ties between the rescue services and our family. We also have personal experience of tragedy at sea. The Norwegian Society for Sea Rescue’s vision and motto is also our own: ‘None shall drown’.”


Applause rang out; a marching band came trooping down to the quay as the boat was festooned with balloons and garlands in the colours of the society.


What is this, Olav thought, a child’s birthday party?


His suspicion was heightened when he caught sight of the vessel’s godmother, a pale teenager surrounded by bodyguards and people from the royal household, who bestowed a name on the ship and her good wishes into a waiting microphone. She released the rope with the bottle and it smashed on the hull on the second attempt.


The invited guests clapped and the band played a musical salute.


“All we’re missing now is paper hats and a cake with candles,” Olav whispered to the man next to him. He did not laugh. No, Olav thought, this wasn’t the place for jokes undermining the state.


“You must be proud of your daughter,” his neighbour said.


He was, of course. At first, he had feared what all parents feared – crime, drugs, serious illness – and when they grew up without any of those nightmare scenarios occurring, a vague worry began to surface about them finding their place in the world. A feeling that lingered where the two other children were concerned: Andrea and Sverre had both yet to settle down and have children.


Olav had only been worried about Alexandra on one occasion: when she took off with that manipulating scalp hunter Johan Omar Berg. He had made his feelings known on that matter. Because he so seldom raised his voice at her, she had listened.


His daughter and Martens Magnus beckoned him up to the bridge. The captain was on hand to explain proudly that Falck III would be the largest vessel in the rescue service’s fleet, and, along with the German cruiser Hermann Marwede, one of the world’s largest rescue ships.


The princess got to try out a survival suit and, after some hesitation, jumped into the cold black December sea to enthusiastic applause before she departed.


The rain had got heavier; it was the kind of day that never grew bright. Olav stood by the rail as the boat moved astern between the City Hall jetties, then took off forwards at cruising speed. On one side the walls of Akershus Fortress rose up grey and unapproachable, on the other side the white roof of the Astrup Fearnley Museum curved downward into the water, like a capsized sailboat on the surface of the fjord.


A feeling of melancholy came over him, as it often did when he passed the school building where he had begun sixty-nine – yes, crazy to think – years ago. On the other hand: he might enjoy life as a pensioner.


“Olav,” said MM, who had come up beside him, placing his strong hands upon the railing. “Did you hear about Hans?”


“What is it now? Has he been appointed UN High Commissioner for Refugees? Caught in flagrante with a young lefty politician?”


“We just received word that he’s been involved in an accident. He’s seriously injured.”


Olav spun around towards the officer. “What are you saying? Where is he? In the Middle East?”


“No, the incident occurred on the Norwegian continental shelf, outside Vesterålen, with the 330th Squadron. We don’t have the details yet, but he’s in a coma in the hospital at Bodø.”


“Christ,” Olav said. This was startling news.


Over the bow of the ship, the precipitous cliffs below Vera’s old cottage came into view and, from behind the rock formations, the rose tower became visible. The boat slowed down and chugged calmly alongside the longest pier in Øksevika at Rederhaugen’s southern tip. It was hard to comprehend. Hans Falck, womaniser, voice of the oppressed and saviour of disabled war veterans, the man with nine lives. Could he really be lying in a coma?


“Let’s hope he pulls through,” Olav said.


MM nodded. “Absolutely.”


“You know, Martens,” Olav said, leaning over the railing, “men like Hans, men with that ability to seduce people, are never as alive as when they’re dead. You understand? Let’s pray he survives!”
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Putin is the West’s Only Hope


Rederhaugen, Oslo


A taxi swung through Rederhaugen’s main gate and glided slowly along the avenue of linden trees. The trees were slightly crooked from the autumn storms. Sverre Falck sat in the back seat. The dress uniform was making his thighs itch. The evidence of his service in Afghanistan dangled on his chest, along with a colourful salad of other medals. They had awarded him the Medal for Defence Service Abroad with a rosette, now pinned on his uniform, over his heart, for “bravery and courage”.


The car stopped at the turnaround.


“Thank you,” the taxi driver said.


“I’m the one who should be saying thanks,” Sverre said, opening the door.


The driver looked at the uniform. “For the job you do, for the country.”


Back straight, chest forward and eyes straight ahead. Wasn’t that what the officer had drilled into Sverre when he was a young recruit?


Many had spoken ill of him and there had been no shortage of doubters prior to his posting in Afghanistan. His father, his siblings, fellow soldiers. But the fact was, to quote the group commander, “that sharpshooter Falck has, from an objective view, far exceeded expectations”.


Head up, eyes forward. He had returned in triumph. He had used the time in Afghanistan to think. About how to obtain what was rightfully his. The top position in SAGA.


So why could he never quite rid himself of the icy breath from that black dog on his shoulder? Was it the remnants of his previous tours over there, the wires by the roadside, the blast, the whistling in his ears and the sand in his nostrils when the IED exploded? Or the terrified foreigners at the guest house they liberated from the terrorists, or the ghosts from the Hotel Intercontinental?


The memories merged, forming distorted faces, just as the twisted features of a troll sometimes appeared in a forest at night if one stared long enough at a tree.


Sasha was standing in the doorway welcoming people. The iron fist of jealousy gripped his heart. Once, when he was a boy, he had stood in that large doorway with his father. It was his place. The firstborn, in direct line.


“Stand with your legs apart, like a field commander,” Olav had told him, patting his son on the head with those rough hands of his. They used to read about Charles XII of Sweden and Napoleon in the evenings. “You carry the general’s baton in your bag, Sverre. Someday you’ll be the one standing here.”


He had always tried to please his father. Had followed the path he had plotted. The army, law studies, Afghanistan, the SAGA Group. Olav was never satisfied. “A man’s life is incomplete if he has never experienced war, love and poverty,” he used to say.


As if his father had experienced poverty. Or war. Sverre wasn’t even sure if Olav had ever really loved anyone.


Eventually Sverre had had enough. The last time he had been at Rederhaugen was the family council that spring, when the Bergen relatives and his own Oslo branch were to divide the inheritance. Sverre had wanted to sell his shares in the SAGA Group to the Bergen Falcks, something his father regarded as an act of disloyalty. The consequences of which now stood in front of him with outstretched arms.


“Sverre!” Sasha smiled, placing her dainty hands on his upper arms.


She looked older, or perhaps it was her style of dress.


“I’ve spoken to the chief of defence. The reports on you in Afghanistan are very good.”


It was the sort of testimonial that should have filled Sverre with pride, but something about his sister’s condescending, official tone ruined it. Reports on you – who spoke like that to their brother? She obviously enjoyed seeing him come crawling.


A cosy aroma of wine and cloves, mixed with the hum of voices and the clinking of glasses, met him as he stepped inside. Before he was halfway through the crowd of people in the foyer, he had already been offered a seat on the board of a foundation by some elderly Friend of the Armed Forces. He said hello to Olav’s old secret weapon Signy Ytre-Arna, a seasoned political horse trader from the Centre Party with the notches of a number of ministerial posts and board seats on the belt around her not insubstantial waist. “Everything about Signy is big,” Olav was fond of saying, “except voter turnout for her party.”


Sverre excused himself and went to the bathroom. He threw some water on his face. Looked in the mirror. In his features he could recognise his pre-Marine Hunter Command self: the long nose with the pointy “falcon beak”, the pale skin that bronzed in the summer, the small blue eyes that lent him a searching look. A face that before could be described as arrogant, but now had life experience etched into it, like a piece of antique furniture finally realising value.


He liked it. He was a different man from the one who had travelled to Afghanistan. On returning to the hall, he heard a voice: “Sverre!”


Andrea worked her way through the crowd, as tall and androgynous as before, although her dark hair had grown and was back behind her ears now. They embraced.


“You’re the only person I’m happy to see,” Sverre said.


His little sister left her hands resting on his shoulders, as though to make sure it was him. “It’s good to see you, Sverre, I’ve been worried about you!”


Sverre assumed a more blasé air. “All good here at home?”


“Everything’s alright. Alexandra the Great is ruling with an iron fist.” She shrugged. “Been wondering if I’ll do the same as you and sell my stake in this shit.”


“Hold off on that, I haven’t sold mine yet,” Sverre said quickly. “I want to talk to you before we make any decisions.”


As always during such receptions the foyer was abuzz with gossip and the pronouncements of armchair politicians.


“Did you hear that Hans is in a coma?” his sister said.


“What are you talking about?”


“An accident, in northern Norway. Marte and her brothers have travelled up.”


What did an indisposed Hans mean for Sverre’s own plans? Perhaps not a great deal, but Sverre was the one in the Oslo branch on best terms with the Bergenite, so this was bad news. Could he use it to his advantage?


He was waved over to a group of old drinking friends from the West End, who were in a heated discussion with a young woman.


“And you are?” Sverre asked, looking at her.


“Ingeborg,” she said, revealing two dimples. “Ingeborg Johnsen.”


The woman turned back to the conversation.


“You’re obsessed with Islam,” she said. “Do you seriously believe that a religion comprising a maximum of five per cent of the country’s population – a tiny minority of which are in favour of political Islam – will introduce theocratic rule in one of the world’s most secular and modern societies?”


“You’re the voice of naivety!” said Victor Prydz, an old schoolfriend of Sverre’s, a rentier and investor known for his deeply reactionary views.


“And because none of you see anything other than Islamification,” Ingeborg went on, “you’re blind to the real political threats to our society. The authoritarian regimes in the East, in China and Russia.”


A blue handkerchief was poking up from Prydz’s breast pocket. They always matched the colour of his waistcoats. He leaned closer to her. “We’re on the same side as the Russians. We’re both high cultures. Against the desert savages. Most people in the West have capitulated. Do you think people in Hungary or Russia let Muslims bully schoolkids who eat salami?”


“Salami!” she said scornfully. “You think this is about sausages?”


“It’s a symbol of something bigger. In the East people are proud of their country. They’re not ashamed of their own culture. Putin and Orbán aren’t our enemies. Putin is the West’s only hope.”


Prydz turned to Sverre. “But look! Here’s a man who’s actually fought for the fatherland against the forces of Islam. What do you say, Sverre Falck?”


Previously, prior to going to Afghanistan, Sverre used to nod at Prydz’s views. He too had been highly critical of the West’s naive and failed integration policies. But something had happened.


“No one defends the fatherland; you defend your teammate. You’d know that if the draft board had found you fit for duty, Prydz,” he now said. “I also have the impression that Islamism is on the decline.”


“Exactly!” Ingeborg Johnsen said, looking at him with interest. “When future historians look back at our time, they’ll be fascinated by how the wealthiest and most technologically advanced civilisation in 2016 was frightened of a bunch of scruffy extremists in the desert.”


Prydz and the rest of his small flock slunk away.


“I hope I didn’t scare off your reactionary friends?” Ingeborg smiled, when they were alone.


“Prydz doesn’t mean any harm.”


“No, like many on the far right he’s so obsessed with Islam that he doesn’t see who he’s ending up in bed with. Putin is a megalomaniac fascist. If somebody doesn’t put a stop to his imperialist ambitions in the Crimea, we’re in trouble.” She studied his uniform for a moment. “Medal for Defence Service Abroad with a rosette.” She nodded.


“I didn’t have time to change,” he lied.


“Admit that you put on the uniform to impress the Friends of the Armed Forces,” she teased.


He had primarily had the young women from the think tanks in mind when he put on the dress uniform. But he had not expected someone to be au fait with the details of the decorations.


Again this cheerfulness, this confidence. Most people are not present when they meet others; they are trapped within themselves or use others as a means to something else. Sverre Falck, pre-Afghanistan, for example. Which is why we are so happy when we meet someone who gives of themself, is able, in small glimpses, to display the spectrum that makes us human. Like Ingeborg did.


“Is this your first time at Rederhaugen?” he said, handing her a glass.


“As an adult. My mother knows Olav; I was here as a child.”


Of course his father knew the Johnsen women. Their tentacles reached even further than his into the Norwegian social elite. “Would you care to see the building?”


She answered with a smile. As he led her through the rooms and down into the library, he thought about how different she was from his preferred type. Her hair was light blonde, like rye, and she was wearing a loud red jacket over a white blouse.


The lights in the library came on, one after another. The silence felt more intense after the din upstairs.


“Nice place,” Ingeborg said.


Her gaze swept over the shelves before she turned to him.


“Where do you work?” Sverre asked.


In a voice not exactly seething with enthusiasm, she said that she was a researcher at NUPI, the Norwegian Institute of International Affairs.


He grinned. “Odd. Haven’t I seen your byline in the newspapers?”


“I was a journalist. Nana likes to say that a person who quits journalism early on can achieve anything in life.”


“OK,” Sverre said. “Diplomatic recruit at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs?”


Ingeborg laughed and shook her head. “Such cheek. Have you heard of Pamela Harriman?”


He shook his head.


“The first time I heard of her was when Dick Holbrooke called her the best US ambassador of the twentieth century. So I googled her. I read that Harriman was considered one of the twentieth century’s greatest seducers, with an endless number of rich and famous notches on her bedpost. She was known to undertake extremely thorough research: when she came on to men, she knew exactly what they wanted. And she used all these qualities when she became an ambassador. Think about it, Sverre Falck: the best female diplomat of all time was a socialite and a mistress. Thanks, but no thanks.”


He liked her making fun of diplomacy, in the way you only could if you had the confidence from being brought up amid it.


“What are you going to be when you grow up, Sverre?” she said, running a slim forefinger along the spines of the books.


“Thought I’d just run the deep state,” he said, shrugging.


“Sounds like you wish you were head of SAGA,” she laughed. “I thought that position was filled?”


Sverre put on a stiff smile. “How about you?”


“I’m going to be prime minister,” she replied, as though it were obvious, as if she was talking about one day inheriting the family home.


“The reception is over, prime minister,” he said, looking at his watch. “When can we continue the revised budget negotiations?”


She laughed. “You’re amusing, King Sverre. Who says we have to part company just yet?”
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I Could do that Job


Rederhaugen, Oslo


It was past ten o’clock when Sasha entered the old gatekeeper’s lodge. It was quiet, only low voices coming from the girls’ room.


“Mads?” she said, tentatively.


“You’re late,” her husband said, and kissed her.


She didn’t reply, but pressed close against his slim, wiry torso. Even if she might joke about his midlife crisis, with all the hours lost to working out, she was grateful he was not letting himself go.


“A very long day,” she said, her voice disappearing into his jumper.


The reception itself had passed off without any major scandals. Siri Greve had noted how the average age had fallen by at least ten years since Olav’s last get-together. That comment had pleased her. The gathering had also been more international, but after the news about a mole in SAGA, Sasha was wondering if it was such a good idea to allow these foreign diplomats to roam around so freely.


The second secretary from the Russian embassy and the mining director from Barentsburg had both been there.


Sasha poured herself a glass of wine.


Mads studied her. “Any news on Hans?”


“Christ, no, not that I’ve heard.”


She checked her phone. The last message from Marte said the family were up there taking turns to watch over him. They thanked her for her concern.


She rolled the stem between her fingers. “His condition is still critical but stable.”


“Something else is bothering you, Sasha.”


She sighed. She wanted to let him in on the secret about the SAGA informant. He was sure to have something sensible to say about the matter. Granted, MM had said it was to be filed under top secret but where were her loyalties to lie: to that northern rodent rather than to her husband?


No, but telling him would be a crime.


She lit a cigarette by the window and sat down on the sill.


“There’s a draught,” he said, but Sasha knew it was her evening cigarette he wanted to put a stop to. She pretended it was nothing and sat thinking about Hans. Checked a newspaper online. Nothing yet, but it was only a question of time before “celebrated doctor fights for his life” would turn up.


Did Hans know the truth about Vera’s will? No, he couldn’t. What would it mean if he died? It would, to all intents and purposes, solve several problems. But Sasha noticed how guilty she felt thinking like that.


That said, it was not an improbable hypothesis that Hans was this mole MM was talking about. Hardly any other Norwegian had fraternised with as many shady characters as he had. When the Maoist revolution had failed to materialise in Norway, Hans had spent his time with militant groups in the Middle East and at distant Norwegian outposts like Svalbard and Kirkenes, where close contact with Russians was almost unavoidable.


He could be the Russians’ man and might have been so for decades.


But others could also have been. Sverre had demonstrated that he could stab the family in the back when he took the Bergenites’ side last year. His closet narcissism and easily injured pride were probably born of a personality type a talent spotter in intelligence would look for when seeking out traitors. True, he had been in Afghanistan, but who knew what he got up to there? Andrea, for her part, was perhaps a little young, but she was also fundamentally disloyal.


Neither could lawyer Siri Greve be ruled out. She was not averse to putting her finger in the air to see which way the wind was blowing. “Greve should count her blessings she wasn’t a lawyer when the Germans invaded in 1940,” Olav used to say.


But what did a foreign power want with SAGA? A foundation with the stated aim of promoting its country and history could of course be of interest to an intelligence service. Or SAGA’s geopolitical dimension as a spearhead for Norwegian interests. She would just have to ask the security services; it was their domain, not hers.


Her thoughts were interrupted by knocking downstairs on the front door, and a second later she heard her father’s voice in the hall. “Alexandra?”


Her husband raised his eyebrows, smiled cautiously, then got to his feet and kissed her on the top of her head. “I’m going to bed.”


Olav entered the living room. He had changed into his preferred outfit of a fleece and a pair of cords after the reception and he looked around nervously. Sasha offered her father a glass of wine which he duly accepted. He sat at the end of the table looking preoccupied.


“You’re growing into the role,” he said.


She nodded and mumbled a thank you. Her father obviously had something on his mind.


“Hans,” he went on. “He’s survived war zones, coups and revolutions. Imagine if it’s the storms in northern Norway that get him!”


“What was Hans doing with the 330th Squadron?” Sasha asked.


“You tell me. A lot of people take more of an interest in their roots as they age. The Bergen branch of the family had close ties with northern Norway during the heyday of the Falck shipping companies.”


“That was a long time ago.”


“He was raised on stories about the place in the glory days,” her father continued. “Later, after college, he went to the north. Lefty doctors in the 1970s did that sort of thing. But what do I know about his motivations.”


Although narcissists like Hans were ostensibly easy to understand – driven as they were by fame and the admiration of women – there was something puzzling about him.


Sasha found herself wanting to talk to her father about the mole. Exchange theories about who it could be. When it came to qualified speculation over familial intrigues and political motives, no one was better suited than Olav. But MM had told her to keep the revelation under wraps, and if he got wind of her having spoken about it to her father, it would weaken her own position. She decided to wait him out.


“I get the feeling you want to tell me something,” she said finally.


“Do you know who called me earlier?” Her father’s face broke into a resigned smile. “Aunt Connie from Bergen. Do you remember her?”


It was a long time since Sasha had thought of her. Most families had a scold, and fortunately Connie Knarvik, scourge of any meeting she took part in, was the Bergen wing of the family’s problem.


“She’s a bit of a mess, isn’t she?”


“You can say that again. The first thing she said on the phone was that she’d tried to call you five times, but that you probably didn’t have time for people like her.”


“I never accept calls from unknown numbers.”


“Then she told me she was getting in touch to convey her condolences on the passing of Hans. I calmly explained that I had spoken to the hospital in Bodø only minutes previously and that his condition was stable. Next she launched into a rambling monologue about how Hans had been dead to her for more than thirty years. Prattled on about everything from Vera’s manuscript to her years in the Communist Party, about her childhood in Bergen and how she had lost everything. It’s sad to see what prolonged substance abuse does to a person’s cognitive abilities.”


Sasha recalled that her aunt’s drug abuse was an open secret even when she was young. That her parents and brother had driven around the streets of Bergen to get her into recovery and clean for Christmases at home.


“I remember her as a very beautiful, intelligent girl when she used to visit Rederhaugen in the 1960s,” Olav said. “To think she would end up like this.”


Sasha smiled mischievously. “You’re getting sentimental, Daddy.”


“Bear in mind that Connie is a shareholder in SAGA.”


“Hasn’t she always voted by proxy? Her two shares are equivalent to 0.2 per cent.”


“Well,” Olav replied, “Connie owns the Advent Valley property on Svalbard. It’s basically none of our business . . .”


Sasha bit her lip. “I sense a but coming.”


“When SAGA was established in the 1960s, Connie’s father gave me a loan, a so-called convertible loan, which according to the deal could be converted into shares in SAGA.”


“Can you elaborate?”


“Should Connie want to sell the property, which may have great geopolitical relevance in the Arctic nowadays, the sale according to the original contract will be converted into a stake in SAGA. Fifty shares, five per cent. And, believe me, she is not someone you want sitting with a swing vote in the front row at an AGM.”


Her father fell silent and sat rolling the stem of the empty wine glass between his fingers.


“You seem worried, Daddy?”


“You know my views,” he said. “Ever since SAGA was established, I’ve believed the sea to be a curse. This incident with Hans is the latest in a long line of accidents that have befallen our family at sea. It was a godsend we divested ourselves of the shipping companies. My attitude has always been that we should have solid ground under our feet. That’s why I have serious reservations about this association with the rescue service. And expeditions to the Arctic, they’re the last thing we need.”


Sasha was beginning to feel annoyed by her father’s attempt to override her.


“You’re just being superstitious.”


“There’s more to the rescue boats than you think,” her father continued. “Matters that have lain buried for decades and because of major political tensions in the Arctic can now come to the surface. And they shouldn’t. Connie’s property on Svalbard is also a part of this picture.”


Exhausted after the long day, Sasha resisted the temptation to continue the conversation. Svalbard, again. Once more her mind turned to the talk with Martens Magnus. Might there be a connection to the mole? And if so, what?


Sasha saw her father to the door and out into the December darkness, then went straight to bed.


She fell asleep right away, as she always did, and when she awoke with a start at 2.23 a.m., soaked with sweat and her heart pounding, the dream was etched clearly in her mind. It lacked subtlety, but dreams often do, she thought, like an overly symbolic surrealist painting: the flames from the will set the curtains in Greve’s office alight, rapidly spreading the fire that soon engulfed the entirety of the main building at Rederhaugen, the flames escaping through the windows and over the mansard roofs as she ran away from the heat and sparks, away from all that was theirs.
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Cities Beginning with B


Rana & Andenæs law firm, Oslo


Since the start of school in the autumn, Johnny Berg had agreed with Ingrid’s mother that their daughter could stay at his place every other weekend, from Thursday afternoon until Monday morning. His apartment belonged to an officer attending a three-year programme at a training school in the USA, and was situated on Thereses gate in Bislett, not far from his daughter’s school in Bolteløkka.


Ingrid was sitting at the kitchen table, talking about her upcoming outing to feed chickens at a nearby eco-farm at the weekend. A blue tram rattled past. Johnny could not get the previous night’s telephone conversation with Jan I. Rana out of his head. Everything was ready, Rana had said. When he came to see him tomorrow, they would settle the last of the formalities. “Then we’ll send in the cavalry to smash SAGA and the Falck family.”


Initially, his daughter had been unhappy with her bedroom. But he had engaged the help of a female acquaintance and thanks to her it had been refurbished as an Eldorado of stuffed animals, maps and children’s books bought at a flea market.


“When I was in first class like you are now,” he said, “I put greaseproof paper over a map of the world so I could trace it.”
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