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			About the Author and Translator

			Grethe Bøe is a Norwegian screenwriter and award-winning film director. Her film Operasjon Arktis won the Amanda Prize in 2015 and was featured at a number of international film festivals. She has worked as a camera assistant with Steven Spielberg. Mayday is her first novel. 

			 

			Charlotte Barslund translates books and plays from Norway, Denmark and Greenland. Her translation of Is Mother Dead by Vigdis Hjorth was nominated for the 2023 International Booker Prize. 

		

	
		
			About the Book

			In Norway’s frozen north, tension is escalating across the border with Russia. One false move could trigger a major political crisis, or even a war . . .

			 

			When an F-16 N.A.T.O. plane goes down on Russian territory, the danger of another invasion is imminent. Only the testimony of what really happened on the border can prevent an international catastrophe. With Spetsnaz special forces at their heels, the lives of N.A.T.O. fighter pilots Ylva Nordahl and an injured John Evans are at risk.

			 

			But Ylva soon learns that those closest to her cannot be trusted and her family history reveals dark secrets of its own. She must achieve the impossible: cross the frozen Siberian tundra on foot and reach Norway before it is too late.

		

	
		
			

			In war, truth is the first casualty.

			Aeschylus

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Over the wasteland of compacted ice the silence quivered. Sparkling snow crystals danced around the woman lying in the frozen expanse. She fought to remain conscious. When she was very young she would lie still on winter nights, and she lay like this now, listening intently. Can you really hear snowflakes fall?

			She raised her hand with difficulty. The glass on her watch had been smashed and the hands had stopped at the moment when everything exploded. The compass, against all odds, had survived. She was going north, but she had to get home to Norway.

			The cold cut her to the bone. All sensation in her fingers and toes was lost a long time ago and now she began to shake uncontrollably. Her face was frostbitten. At first it had itched like crazy, but now it felt numb, as if it was no longer hers.

			Snowflakes melted on her eyelids, giving her some relief. The sleep she had been fighting for far too long gradually overpowered her. It was like a soft blanket and a mug of hot cocoa in front of the fire, it was like naked bodies, warmed by the sun, entwined on sun-­drenched rocks. Saltwater in her hair, beads of sweat on her forehead, the smell of suntan lotion and the sea. Ylva smiled. Skin soaking up the sun, she could feel it now, the heat, it radiated from inside her and out, filling everywhere. Why not give in to it? Surrender to the luminous dream? She felt no pain. Capitulate now and the nightmare would be over. She would be at peace. Her breathing slowed, the sense of warmth dissolved inside her, and she lay lifeless on the ice.

			“Wake up!”

			A sharp voice cut through the darkness. Ylva opened her eyes and stared across the frozen landscape. No-­one was there.

			“If you fall asleep now, you’ll never wake up!”

			It was her father’s voice. But that was impossible, she had seen him die, he was dead, wasn’t he?

			Ylva looked about her. Nothing but white plains as far as the horizon.

			She gritted her teeth and struggled to get up on her knees. A stabbing pain erupted in her eyes, and she wobbled as she felt the iron taste of blood in her mouth.

			For pity’s sake, she could take no more. Her eyes welled up and the landscape dissolved in blurred, blue watercolours. The tears burned the thin skin around her eyes. She ran a hand across her face and forced herself to keep her eyes open long enough to see the steaming blood be absorbed by tiny ice crystals on the ground. It looked pretty. She felt nauseous, the enticing emptiness beckoned her once more, it enveloped her, it was like drowning in an embrace.

			Don’t give up now, you have to get across the border, she told herself. With her last ounce of strength, she pulled herself upright. One step, two steps, the border was miles away, three steps . . .

			Her body trembled and her legs buckled. She barely noticed the sharp cold against her cheek as her head hit the rough snow crust. She was losing the ability to register pain and she knew only too well what that meant. Pain was the most reliable sign of life, but Ylva could hardly feel anything. Dry needles of frost drifted over the plain, covering her with a fine icy blanket of rime.

			In recurring glimpses she saw her father lying on the basement floor. He was reaching out to her, his arms like powerless ten­tacles. He struggled for breath in shallow, desperate gasps. She saw his lips move, but no sound came from them. The right corner of his mouth was contorted into a sickening grimace as he hoarsely whispered . . . something.

			Ylva had never been able to work out what it was.

			What were you trying to say, Dad?

			Ylva looked across the glittering wasteland; it was like being inside the snow globe her father had given her that last Christmas. Now she was like a defenceless new-­born baby inside the thin glass bubble just before someone shakes it.

			 

			Curled up in a foetal position and staring deliriously into the sky, Ylva became aware of a dark shadow. Gliding in ever lower circles and with its gaze fixed on her, she saw a huge golden eagle. The beauty of the bird was terrifying; its brown wings had pale flecks and its white tail a black stripe at the tip. Ylva smiled. Its wings cast a heavy shadow over her. She closed her eyes.

			At that moment the eagle swooped and with its talons perfor­ated her flight suit, her jumper and her skin. In one movement it sank its talons into Ylva’s chest. She felt them scrape against her ribs and she threw herself onto her stomach. The eagle adjusted the angle of its wings to take off with its prey. She felt the air pressure from its wings, but she was too heavy for it. Even so the eagle did not relinquish its hold of her; it was hungry and needed to eat. With its wings extended into a two-­metre-­wide fan, it looked down at her. Ylva no longer had the strength to form her mouth into a scream, her face and lips were a frozen white mask. She looked up and met the eagle’s amber stare.

			Ylva had heard of eagles flying off with reindeer calves, and she had seen an eagle’s curved, sharp beak tear lumps of meat from its writhing prey out on the plains. Now she felt its claws sink deeper into her. The eagle continued to watch her, she groaned in agony. Then it struck.
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			One week earlier

			 

			It was dead calm when Exercise Arctic Blizzard kicked off. Sixty thousand troops were N.A.T.O.’s biggest ever winter exercise and as it rolled across northernmost Norway the impact was enormous. Although the soldiers had been assigned to various bases in the region during the exercise itself, many had made the journey to Bodø to be present at the official opening, and the small town was buzzing with life.

			The fighter pilots would be briefed at Bodø Main Air Station before the exercise exploded into life the next day, and Ylva Nordahl was due to report at 17:00 hours in the largest of the hangars. She was over the moon. She heard laughter echo between its concrete walls, old colleagues who were clearly delighted to see each other again. She paused at the entrance and looked at the thirty-­seven pilots from the Euro-­N.A.T.O. Joint Jet Pilot Training Program at Sheppard Air Force in Texas. It was weird to see the pilots in this very same hangar where she had played as a little girl. Saying that, being back in Bodø was weird, full stop. For the first time since getting her wings, she was once more where everything had started. Yet everything and nothing was as before.

			The hangar seemed smaller now and time had taken its toll. Here Ylva’s father and his fellow fighter pilots had discussed the world’s constant upheavals while the tele­vision set on the wall flickered in the background. She knew that her father and his colleagues had watched the news on the day the Berlin Wall fell and Ylva was born, Thursday, November 9, 1989. It was a massive turning point for him and for the world.

			Thereafter, leaders on either side of the Iron Curtain no longer had to shore up their legitimacy by uniting their people against a common enemy. Everyone was on the same side now. Democracy and the invisible hand of the free market seemed to be the true end of history . . . Until Russia invaded Ukraine. Luckily, Ylva’s father never had to experience that. Witnessing another war break out in Europe would have broken his heart.

			The hangar had been neglected since the end of the Cold War, she could see that, but despite the physical decay, the atmosphere, the smell and the sturdy grey walls were the same as when Ylva was growing up there.

			The hangar fell silent the moment Major V. “Ajax” Armour came in. As the U.S.A.’s first black female fighter pilot, she set the bar high. Her lectures at Sheppard Air Force Base were always popular. She took her time and let everyone settle down.

			“Welcome, pilots, welcome to Bodø and to Exercise Arctic Blizzard.”

			The pilots looked up at her.

			“Many of you earned your wings at E.N.J.J.P.T. this fall, and you know one another well. But now you’re out in the real world and after the Russian invasion of Ukraine we know that what we learn here might become vital sooner than we think.”

			The excitement and the gravity of the situation stirred among the pilots.

			“Everyone will be allocated their own F.W.I.T.-­approved instructor, and you’ll all fly at least two sorties a day.”

			A surge of anticipation rippled through the hangar. Everyone was impatient to take to the skies.

			 

			At 17:43 hours Ylva headed back to the main building where she was meeting her instructor. She knew his name, everyone knew Major John “Stone Face” Evans, and to have him assigned as your mentor was every pilot’s biggest dream and worst nightmare. He was one of N.A.T.O.’s legendary fighter pilots and he was revered. It was also common knowledge that he was a misanthropic bastard.

			On her way across the apron, Ylva passed a collection of F-­35 aircraft. Further away there were several F-­16 planes, Eurofighters and A.W.A.C.S. She wanted to fly every single one of them and felt like a kid in a toy shop. But these were extremely expensive toys. The fifty-­two new F-­35 planes that Norway had bought from the U.S.A. had cost more than 70 billion Norwegian kroner – and that was but a drop in the ocean compared to the $1.6 trillion the world spent on defence every year. Ylva couldn’t get her head around how much money that number represented. A calculation she had done, mostly for the fun of it, one summer night in Texas, showed that humanity could eradicate poverty and make inroads into many of the world’s diseases for roughly the same amount of money as one year’s defence expenditure.

			He was waiting for her as Ylva entered the lobby. Her initial reaction was disappointment. The legend John Evans looked like any other middle-­aged man. Short hair, maybe 1.85 metres tall, sinewy build, standard flight suit. She didn’t know exactly what she had been expecting, but she was dismayed that he wasn’t taller. Apart from his cold, ice-­blue eyes, the only thing she noticed which might suggest the old man had something to offer after all, were his jaw muscles. They bulged like bones under the clean-­shaven, tanned skin on his narrow, angular face. Close up, he resembled more than anything a reptile, a Komodo dragon.

			Everyone called him Stone Face and she could see why. Her best hope was to get him to tolerate her. He greeted her curtly.

			“I’m Major John Evans and I’ll be your mentor during this exercise. We’ll meet here tomorrow at 06:00 hours.”

			That was all. Enough talking.

			Ylva watched his gaze closely. Was he one of those macho men who thought women diluted respect for the sacred brotherhood among the alpha males in the air force? Was that why he could barely be bothered to look at her as he reeled off his order? Impossible to say, he was impossible to read.

			But so what? Ylva had no interest at all in Major Evans’ inner life. The chance to fly with one of the U.S. Air Force’s best fighter pilots outweighed his charm deficit. She wanted his knowledge; his respect she would have to earn. That much she knew. She was not her father’s daughter for nothing.
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			Bodø Arts Centre was teeming with smartly dressed politicians, uniformed generals, highly paid representatives from the military-­industrial complex, officers and civilian consultants. The media presence was relatively modest, but Ylva noticed that N.R.K., T.V.2 and a couple of heavyweight journalists had seated themselves close to the stage. Norway’s Armani-­clad Defence Minister, Margrethe Bøe, stepped onto the podium and, in her usual anecdotal style, announced N.A.T.O.’s rationale for this year’s exercise.

			“According to the doomsday ­clock, the time is less than one minute to midnight. Russia’s war in Ukraine and their threats to use nuclear weapons have pushed the world closer to global catastrophe. We live in a time of unprecedented danger. We must stay vigilant. Escalation of the conflict – by accident, intention, or miscalculation – is a serious risk. We must be prepared.”

			Ylva had often heard politicians refer to the symbolic face of the doomsday clock when explaining security issues. The Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists had monitored humanity’s self-­destructive urge since 1947. Originally the research team had monitored only the risk of nuclear war, but as threats from climate change and discoveries within bioscience had escalated to a level where they risked eliminating all human life, the team had started to include these uniquely human activities for collective self-­harm in its prognoses. And now, according to the Defence Minister, humanity was sixty seconds from Armageddon.

			Ylva watched the audience. Everyone was bathed in the blue light from the stage as they listened in respectful silence. The Defence Minister’s speech was information they already had, but it was good to have it reiterated. After all, this threat paid their bills. This threat paid Ylva’s bills. The moment had arrived to introduce the enemy and define the mission.

			“One third of the world’s untapped oil and gas resources, as well as considerable quantities of valuable minerals, can be found in the Arctic seabed. These resources will become accessible as global warming melts the tundra and the sea ice. The global energy crisis following the invasion of Ukraine and the ensuing sanctions have proven beyond question that the world depends on safe and stable access to energy. In recent years Russia has invested several thousand billion dollars in military armament in the Arctic, and this year’s N.A.T.O. exercise will give us valuable skills in managing our shared interests in the northern regions.”

			The Defence Minister paused, took a sip of water, then looked across her audience. They waited, like bright, silent children, for her to continue. She turned the page.

			Ylva normally paid attention to the Defence Minister, but this speech was telling her nothing she did not already know.

			She got up, left discreetly, and sat down in the foyer. It was the first time she had been inside Bodø’s new prestige building. She took in the view of the port on one side and the mighty horizon where the sea met the mountains on the other and it made her sad. Leaving her hometown had been no accident, and her being stationed here now was not her choice either.

			She looked through the window to where her gaze was met by a ghostly figure, her own reflection. She looked away just as a shadow flitted across the windowpane.

			“Ylva! Is that you?”

			She recognised the voice immediately and turned. And there he was, the man whom Ylva’s father had always thought of as his closest friend. He beamed a smile at her. The years had left their mark, but General George Rove was still the cheeky American officer who had let ten-­year-­old Ylva climb into the cockpit and pretend she was flying to Texas. His thick, short hair was grey and his face was lined, but the sonorous baritone possessed the same friendly authority. She sprang to her feet and saluted.

			“Mr Rove, sir.”

			Was that the right way to greet him? As a girl she had called him Goggo, but using that name now when addressing General Rove was probably not appropriate. He nodded in approval.

			“Fighter pilot in the Norwegian Air Force.”

			Ylva straightened up; she found it impossible to hide how proud she was and Rove smiled with warmth and a hint of melancholy.

			“Geir would have been so proud.”

			Hearing her father’s name still hurt all these years after his death. Rove studied her. He had the ability to devote his full attention to you.

			“It has been almost twenty years.”

			Ylva nodded. “Yes, sir.”

			He smiled again and waved dismissively.

			“George. Call me George.”

			It was more natural for Ylva to call him Goggo, sir, or General Rove. She had never known him as George.

			“Are you still in the U.S. Air Force, sir?”

			He smiled again.

			“Well, after a brief spell pushing paper with the Carlisle Group, I missed being in the field. You know what it’s like.”

			Ylva smiled, no-­one who had been active in the field could settle for long into a desk job.

			“I got out in time. I run my own security business now and I work as a strategic adviser to N.A.T.O.”

			If anyone could advise on security and military strategy, it was George Rove, this much Ylva knew. Seeing him again was painful and yet it was also a consolation, he reminded her of her father and his powerful presence. Chaos had trailed in the wake of his death. They had been like brothers, Rove and her father, and no-­one had been prouder than Geir as his friend rose up through the ranks and made it to general, a three-­star general at that. He had admired Rove, she knew, and she could see why. Rove was incredibly charismatic and possessed the ability to come across as jovial and authoritarian at the same time, a combination few people mastered.

			Ylva and the highly decorated general looked at one another. Rove’s gaze rested on her, it lingered as though he were looking for an answer, the way he had done when she last knew him.

			“How is your mother?”

			He would ask about her, wouldn’t he? What should Ylva say? That she pretty much spent all her time on the sofa, popping pills and channel-­hopping? That she was so lost in the pitch-­black labyrinth of her mind, that she rarely left the house? That she, like Ylva herself, did not think that Ylva’s father had died from a stroke, but that he had been murdered?

			Ylva faked a carefree smile.

			“She’s fine.”

			Rove’s gaze didn’t flinch, he wanted to hear what she wasn’t telling him.

			“Mary’s the kindest and most sensitive woman I ever met,” he said.

			He was right about that, Ylva thought, and that was precisely why her mother was condemned to a life as the prisoner of her own delicate mind. Ylva was doing her best to avoid turning into her mother because she did not want to share her miserable fate.

			He noticed Ylva’s reaction.

			“She was pretty broken up after your father . . .”

			Enough. She had had variations on this conversation with everyone who had known her father but who never showed up after his funeral. She knew they wanted to hear that her brave mother was grieving, but being a good woman and a loyal wife, she had pulled herself together eventually and got back on her feet.

			Rallied for king and country.

			“She’s great.”

			Ylva smiled and kept her gaze steady. This was a talent of hers: she had learned from an early age to say what people wanted to hear and to control how she came across, right down to perspir­ation, breathing and heart rate. She could do what had to be done. After a brief and puzzled silence, followed by smiles and inscrutable glances, Rove rounded off:

			“Good to see you, Ylva.”

			“Good to see you too, sir.”

			Ylva nodded and smiled. Smiled and nodded. As Rove left for the auditorium, she dropped her guard and let her heart beat as hard as it needed to.

			Twenty years represented two thirds of her life, but suddenly it felt as if it were only yesterday that she had played with her father and Rove in the hangar at Bodø Air Station. Ylva followed Rove with her eyes as he met Major Evans and went into the auditorium with him. Two old U.S. Air Force heroes, supremely dedicated and ready to save the world yet again. But did the world want to be saved by them?
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			Ylva shivered as she made her way across the square. Out in Bodø Fjord white-­crested waves swelled before collapsing into themselves. She wondered what her life would have been like if her father had still been alive. Who would she have been? She took after him and she wanted to be like him.

			“Where are you going?”

			Ylva stopped in her tracks. The voice came from the only person who could take her breath away. The rush and the butterflies in her stomach made her dizzy. Not even the dreary gloom of Bodø city centre could bring her down to earth. She turned and there he was, smiling, surrounded by whirling snowflakes that danced like sleepy moths below the streetlights. Storm knew that Ylva did not want to be seen with him in public, but he just stood there grinning as if it were all a game to him.

			Storm behaved as if he had nothing to lose, and for all she knew, he didn’t. After a single night between the sheets, she had accused him of having a disturbingly trusting nature, given that he worked for C.Y.F.O.R., the Norwegian Cyber Defence Force.

			“Relax, I’m mega paranoid,” he had reassured her.

			He had used humour to duck the implied question. Storm always gave ambiguous answers, answers she could interpret in any way she liked.

			Ylva continued across the square.

			“I’m off to see my mum.”

			“I can give you a lift.”

			“You don’t need to do that.”

			“No, I don’t need to, but I want to.”

			She stopped and looked at him. He smiled gallantly at her.

			“Your wish is my command, ma’am.”

			Would he have said that if Ylva’s wishes had clashed with his own? She did not think so. As she marched on, she quipped:

			“All work and no play makes Storm a dull boy.” Storm ignored his dismissal blithely. “We need to play some more . . .”

			Ylva stopped, turned and looked up at him again. He was the tallest man she knew. The anthropometric restrictions of the air force meant that no person taller than 1.93 metres could become a fighter pilot and consequently there were no men close to two metres tall where she worked. Then again, a man like Storm would never have fitted into the air force anyway. No fighter pilot would dream of turning up for work with three-­day stubble and hair tumbling down his back. Nor would any fighter pilot play dumb to conceal an I.Q. at least as impressive as his body mass. He brushed aside a snowflake which had landed on her cheek before pulling her close. Ylva immediately picked up the clean scent and the heat from his body. He was so wonderful to be close to, and she hated it.

			“O.K., I’ll drive you to your mum’s, then you can come back and play with me afterwards.”

			The heat from his hand radiated against the small of Ylva’s back and released an intense tingling in the pit of her stomach. You could say many things about Storm Bure, but you would never think of him as a dull boy.
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			The mess, the darkness and the smell of decay told her all she needed to know: her mother was having another one of her bad spells. Ylva took a deep breath and entered the hallway.

			Don’t start overthinking it now. She wouldn’t have the strength to go inside and be the daughter she wanted to be. But the stench and the appearance of the hallway assailed her, the memories impossible to ignore.

			Ylva glanced at the stairs. She kept her guard up as she took in the house; she could hear noises from the living room while the silence from the first floor drifted down and coiled itself around her. Echoes of the noises that had woken her twenty years ago lingered between the walls.

			She had been asleep with The Brothers Lionheart on her chest, when voices snatched her from her dreams. She had sat up in bed and listened, her heart pounding; was someone outside? She peered from the window; the silence was made deeper by the snow, which let itself be whirled up below the streetlights by the gusts of wind. The clock on her bedside table showed 0330.

			Still sleepy, she was about to crawl back under the warm duvet, when she heard the faint sounds once more. They were coming from the basement. She held her breath and pricked up her ears. The noise grew more distinct now, someone was whispering. Then she heard an ominous rustling, the sound of someone who should not be there, someone who did not want to be heard.

			She crept into the passage. The door to her parents’ room was ajar. From their bedroom she could hear her mother’s heavy breathing and, in the strip of light from the passage, she could see all the pill jars on the bedside table, a menagerie of lifeless silhouettes. Her mother was deep into a dreamless sleep, but her father was not in bed. Where was he?

			The little girl’s bare feet slapped against the cold linoleum as she made her way as quietly as she could down the stairs. The door to the basement was open, the light had not been turned on, but she could hear the whispering more clearly now. Ylva edged closer. She felt a raw gust of wind burst up from the darkness. Her father groaned heavily. Then there was silence.

			 

			Ylva scarcely had time to hide behind the door when a figure ran up the basement stairs. A draught lifted the kitchen curtains as the door to the street was opened and the figure slipped into the night and disappeared. All at once the silence changed, it became icy and unpredictable. As if the old wooden house was holding its breath.

			The silence from the basement sent shivers down her spine. Bare feet. Blue pyjamas with planets printed on them. She crept down the stairs. There, in the yellow light falling through the basement window, she saw him. He was lying on the floor with his eyes wide open, but staring blindly into the air. His breath came in hard gasps and spasms contorted his body. Terrified, Ylva tiptoed closer and looked down at her father. He seemed like a stranger, like a sick animal. He whispered something and she bent down, leaning her ear near to his mouth.

			His breath wafted warmly against her cheek, but only a guttural rattle escaped from his throat. She started to feel the cold and the hairs at the back of her neck stood up. She wanted to run, but her father’s hand grabbed her slim arm, his lips moved, but no sound came out. Ylva wriggled free and retreated, too horrified to scream. He reached up to her, his lips continued to form mute words. What was he trying to tell her? Colonel Geir Nordahl looked at his daughter. The wild little girl stared back at him, terrified, her eyes filling with tears and confusion.

			The spasms of her father’s body subsided as a pool of urine spread around his groin and death seeped into his muscles.

			The police and paramedics arrived. Her father was lifted onto a stretcher and carried away while her mother sobbed hysterically.

			 

			Ylva shuddered. Then she took a deep breath, shook off the harrowing memories and went into the living room.

			The T.V. was spouting vacuous infotainment with logos as gaudy as the jingles were tacky. Her mother was fast asleep on the sofa. In her midnight-blue silk kimono and with her long, grey hair loose, she looked like an ageing version of Persephone. An aesthetic illiterate like Ylva would not have known who Persephone was had it not been for the woman on the sofa, who had dragged her daughter to every art exhibition she could find throughout Ylva’s childhood. Ylva hated the story of Hades, the god of the underworld, who had fallen in love with the beautiful Persephone. What a cliché – rather than ask the lady politely for her hand and give her a real choice, Hades had kidnapped the beautiful young woman and forced her to be his wife. Whether Hades lived happily ever after with the traumatised and browbeaten woman, who would recoil in loathing every time he came near her, Ylva did not know because she rarely listened to her mother’s wearisome stories for long.

			She had never been able to understand her mother and was frustrated that she had refused either to embrace life as a pilot’s wife or to carve out her own identity independent of the life that came with her husband’s job. Instead her mother had suppressed her true self – mostly with pills – and lived a passive existence in constant limbo between other people’s expectations and her own nature. It was the worst of all outcomes, Ylva thought. Her mother had been reduced to living like Persephone trapped in the underworld.

			The army bases around the world where Ylva had grown up were strangely similar. No matter where on the planet the family was sent, it was as if they lived in the same place. Issues such as war, peace and business were decided in the world of men, while the women were relegated to a role as decorative, inconsequential enablers.

			Every morning Ylva had watched her mother as she dressed in the plainest clothes she could find before she put her hair up in a tight bun and went out into the world. She had had to suppress herself, hide her true nature and make herself look unattractive in order not to trigger the jealousy of other women, provoke the condemnation of the mediocre or attract the embarrassing desires of men.

			In her misery, however, her mother had taught her daughter many valuable lessons. One was that she must be able to support herself. Her mother had always been financially dependent on Ylva’s father, and as a result was completely at his mercy. She never had the courage to break free and do her own thing.

			Now Ylva was standing in the doorway, watching her mother snoring heavily. The kimono was stained, the silk creased and dull. The light from the T.V. flickered and cast gaudy flashes across the room. Sergei Lavrov, the Russian Foreign Minister, was condemning the N.A.T.O. exercise, saying it was once more clear provocation. Norway’s Defence Minister assured the reporters that the exercise had long been announced and was in accordance with established conventions.

			Ylva had heard enough and went to the kitchen. In the fridge were all the Fjordland ready meals she had bought five days ago, still on the shelves where Ylva had left them. In front of each one, she had attached a Post-­it saying Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, etc.

			Beside her mother, on the table, were several jars of pills.

			Ylva shook her gently.

			“Mum . . .”

			Ylva shook her again, a little harder.

			“Mum!”

			The news programme got on Ylva’s nerves and she hunted for the remote among books, clothes and scraps of food on the sofa. Then her mother woke up. There was a startled jingling of bracelets as she sat up, alarmed, and stared at Ylva as if she were a total stranger.

			Ylva retrieved the remote from under her mother and turned off the T.V.

			“Hi, Mum.”

			Ylva’s mother seemed confused, almost scared.

			“I’m just here to pick up a few things.”

			Her mother nodded, saying nothing, then she picked up the remote and turned the T.V. back on; the room was filled again with blue light and murmuring voices.

			She sat like a scrawny, frazzled baby bird, staring apathetically into the blue light. Ylva went to the kitchen and heated a meal in the microwave. But Mary pushed the tray away.

			“You need to eat, Mum.”

			Her mother nodded mutely, but continued to stare as if hypnotised into the television’s flickering screen. Ylva let out a sigh of exasperation and looked around at the mess, the books, and all the filth. Her mother had turned the living room into a mirror of her inner chaos, and Ylva was overcome by irritation – no, by revulsion.

			“Mum, I’ll be away for a while on this exercise, but when I’m back, I promise I’ll tidy up in here. O.K.?”

			Her mother did not seem to hear. Ylva looked sadly at her mother’s medication. How much psycho-­pharma could an unhappy woman take?

			Unlimited amounts, it seemed.

			“Do you need anything?”

			No reply.

			Ylva left.

		

	
		
			5

			Evans shivered in the cold. Why anyone bothered living this far north was beyond him. The freezing temperatures made the chronic pain in his back pulse through him and though he had grown used to its latent murmuring, everything worsened with the cold. He knew that the exercise had been arranged in the much-­hated dark season of the Arctic winter precisely because the soldiers needed to learn how to handle the almost constant night and the bone-­numbing cold. He wondered whether snowstorms and permanent darkness were worse than the heat and the blood-­red Ghibli winds of the Libyan deserts.

			Meeting his new protégée, the ambitious Lieutenant Nordahl, had made him realise how exhausted he was. These damned youngsters were bursting with energy and confidence. What made a beautiful young woman like this Nordahl pick a life as a fighter pilot? It beggared belief. She could be protected and carried through life by men who would happily die for her. Men like him. Why the hell were men fighting if women believed they could fight better than the strongest, bravest and most disciplined men?

			The military as an organisation wasn’t made for women. It was made to turn aggressive alpha males, the planet’s most bloodthirsty killing machines, into single-­minded warriors serving the common good. Evans respected women, that wasn’t the problem. He loved women. As mothers, lovers, as friends and as the antidote to male aggression. If women really wanted to save the world, he thought, they should try to be a proper counterbalance to men’s brutality. Women ought to cultivate their femininity . . .

			He stayed where he was and squinted at the outline of Steigtind, the mountain northeast of the runway. The Northern Lights raced across the sky. A piece of eternity was lit up and, for a fraction of a second, it was all he could sense.

			“Thanks for taking the time to meet me, John.”

			General Rove had approached noiselessly from behind him. He was on time as always.

			Rove was one of the people who had fought hardest to get the U.S. Air Force and N.A.T.O. to take responsibility for rescuing Evans from Libya when he had been held hostage there. Although they had never met before now, Evans knew that Rove had risked everything to save him. He had read the report and knew of Rove’s unswerving loyalty, one for all and all for one. Where politicians and bureaucrats had washed their hands, Rove had shown strength.

			“How are you finding life mentoring new pilots?”

			Evans made no reply, but continued to gaze at the Northern Lights dancing across the mountains.

			“It’s an important job, Evans.”

			General Rove knew that Evans had worked hard to keep his job in the air force after Libya. The role of mentoring new pilots was a clumsy attempt to cover up the fact that the great hero was damaged goods.

			“Congratulations on the Distinguished Flying Cross. It was Libya, wasn’t it?”

			Evans’ rusty voice was low and hard.

			“Afghanistan.”

			“Of course. Well ­deserved.”

			Evans said nothing, he was pondering the darkness.

			Astronomical darkness can only be truly experienced far away from human light pollution. He had longed for the liberating absence of light and had hoped to find it up here in the north. The dreaded dark season had proved to be anything but. For a few hours around noon, the sun, which hung just below the horizon, radiated a picturesque, almost magical winter light. He had heard colleagues talk about the Arctic light, but he could never have imagined the impact of the soft pastels which enveloped the landscape during these exquisite hours. It never grew fully bright during the day, but it was not wholly dark, either. Nor had he been able to imagine the effect of the mesmerising Northern Lights which lit up the night. He had seen them before, of course he had, everyone had, but never like this.

			Rove glanced sideways at him.

			“Evans, I know what happened . . . with your family. It’s tough. I’m sorry.”

			Soon there would be no darkness left on earth, Evans thought. How far north would a man have to travel to find a place where humanity’s artificial light did not pollute the night?

			Where could the darkness truly defend itself against the light?

			“Far too many of us have been through it. Civilians don’t get it. It’s hard.”

			General Rove inhaled, then leaned towards Evans in confidence.

			“I know.”

			Evans looked at Rove without expression.

			“You do?”

			Rove nodded glumly.

			“Unfortunately, yes. I handled it badly myself. When I was in combat, civilian life was all I ever dreamed about. A good job, decent pay, family time. It was everything I longed for. A predictable life among peaceful civilians, time for friends and hobbies.” Rove flashed a wry smile. “I hated it.”

			Evans nodded in silent recognition.

			“Honour and fine office jobs can never compensate for the loss of fraternity, for everything you have sacrificed.”

			Evans took a deep breath, his back hurt and he shifted restlessly.

			“We know what you have sacrificed,” Rove said.

			The last thin tongues of Northern Lights darted across the Steigenfjellene mountain range, flickering like flames, like spirits, before they dissolved and disappeared.

			“I was only doing my job.”

			Evans’ voice sounded hollow and flat.

			“You are one of our bravest, and your country should thank you for your service with so much more than medals.”

			Evans looked at the general with scepticism. What did he want? Why was he standing here in the icy winter night saying everything Evans had longed to hear?

			And why had Rove asked Evans to meet him out here in the cold?

			Rove followed his gaze towards the night sky left black by the Northern Lights.

			“The Arctic is the new Middle East.”

			Evans glanced briefly at the general, but Rove had spoken without drama, as if he were simply stating a fact.

			“If the Arctic is the new Middle East, I guess people like you will become very important,” Evans grunted. “And rich.” 

			Rove smiled. “Not if, but when. Trust me, this is where the big boys will be making their money in the future.”

			Evans looked at Rove without expression; he distrusted every three-­star general who left the military fraternity for civilian top jobs. Civilians in general and big business ones in particular were opportunistic rats. That was just how it was.

			Rove seemed to read Evans’ mind because he smiled thoughtfully.

			“We protect people and they reward us for it.”

			Evans gave a bitter laugh. “You’re mercenaries, nothing more.”

			Rove tightened his coat around him. Evans could see that the proud general was freezing cold.

			“Yes, you’re right about that, but security firms like ours are hired to protect aid organisations, ambassadors and businesspeople where the military can’t or daren’t go in.”

			Evans knew the spiel. “Or where the army doesn’t want to get involved for political reasons?”

			Rove nodded.

			“That’s right. We protect civilians in lawless areas where no army dares or wants to get close.” The general paused, then he laughed disarmingly and threw up his hands. “And we make an awful lot of money in the process, I have to admit it.”

			Evans could not help but smile. “Good pitch.”

			“We protect our clients. That’s all.”

			“For money.”

			Rove responded with a friendly smile.

			“Do you work for free, Major Evans?”

			Evans’ financial problems were well ­known and like most people, he also had bills to pay.

			“Security is a mathematical equation based on the threat assessment versus the effect of various countermeasures. But safety, now that’s a whole other ball game.”

			Evans looked quizzically at Rove.

			“Go on?”

			“Safety is a feeling. People’s sense of being safe isn’t based on probability and mathematical calculations, but on psychological belief. Giving people real security costs money, it takes commitment over time, specialist training, flexibility, equipment, as well as skills and vision. But politicians can’t sell security to the voting public, they have neither the budgets nor the timeframe for it, so instead they sell safety. The feeling of being safe. People want feelings, not facts.”

			Evans took a deep breath in, the cold air stung his chest.

			“People are far more scared of terrorism than of wasps, although many more are killed by wasps each year than by terrorists.”

			Evans smiled. Rove was an excellent salesman.

			“Politicians sell people the feeling of being safe, while we grow rich selling security to politicians because the politicians aren’t stupid.”

			Evans was aware that Rove knew better than anyone what he was talking about. After all, the man was a war hero who, after spending time as a top brass in Washington, had founded America’s biggest security company. And now Rove had his eye on the north.
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			Ylva lay awake listening to Storm’s rhythmic breathing. She preferred to sleep alone, it was more relaxing and more comfortable. She always slept alone, no matter who she was dating. She stared out into the room where the palest moonlight seeped through the big northeast-­facing window. Apart from that, everything was black.

			It was almost a month since their first night, and it really should have been just the one. Except that was not how it had turned out. When he lay like that, vulnerable and turned in on himself, she could sense the heat and the strength he exuded. She could feel his naked body wrapped around hers. She was cold. He was warm. They had reached a dangerous point.

			With a smile Storm had accepted Ylva’s refusal to stay over at his place, that under no circumstances would she want to wake up the next morning by his side and for them to have breakfast together. She did not want to make plans for the day, the week, the month, or a life together. She did not seek security, she did not need validation. On the contrary, she wanted to be independent, free. He said it was exactly what he liked best about her.

			She reckoned it must have been the same qualities that had attracted her to Storm in the first place; he, too, seemed sufficiently independent and blessedly free of complications.

			Ylva had zoomed in on him one Saturday night at 02:17 at Nordlændingen pub in Bodø. He towered a head above the rest of the establishment’s rather scruffy-­looking clientele.

			Storm’s beard and his black T-­shirt with a grinning skull stretched across his broad chest and the caption MC MANIAC in red and white capitals, had been the first indication. His raw muscles and the Don’t let your tongue get your teeth knocked out! warning on the back of the T-­shirt had convinced her. He had to be a member of Hells Angels or an equivalent pseudo-­masculine biker gang. If she hadn’t been so drunk, she would have noticed that his beard was carefully trimmed, the deodorant an expensive brand, and his big hands were neatly groomed and soft. But Ylva was fairly hammered and seeking a thrill which the two-­metres-tall biker looked up to providing.

			 

			When Ylva had left Bodø four years earlier, she had nothing to lose and everything to prove. Returning to the dull backwater that now was Bodø as a fighter pilot about to take part in N.A.T.O.’s biggest ever winter exercise was her sweet revenge over the town that had killed her father and broken her mother. Ylva had been so eager and impatient to start the exercise that she needed an outlet for her excess energy. The guy standing with his legs apart, swaying and singing along to Metallica with his eyes closed, had seemed like a perfectly acceptable distraction before the adventure began.

			Undeterred, Ylva had walked up and positioned herself right next to him; he had glanced down at her with a knowing smile. With a nod to his T-­shirt, she shouted through the music:

			“What club are you in?”

			“Mensa,” he shouted back.

			She hadn’t seen that coming.

			He had bent down and asked Ylva what her name was, the music was pounding so loudly that she had to lean even closer to him in order for him to hear.

			“Ylva,” she shouted.

			He nodded and pointed to himself.

			“Storm.”

			Ylva looked at him, he was still standing with his face leaning close to hers, and so she had to ask:

			“Is that your name or a warning?”

			His grin was inscrutable.

			“That’s up to you!”

			Bring it on, Ylva thought, and there they stood while the deafening music tormented their eardrums. It was impossible to carry on with the conversation – not that there was much more to say.

			Finally she cut through the noise:

			“O.K., Storm, let’s get out of here.”

			 

			Three weeks and four nights later she could find her way to Storm’s apartment with her eyes closed. And now she intended to make her way back to the barracks in order to get some sleep. Carefully she lifted his arm off her and slid out of his embrace. He let out a sharp intake of breath and Ylva stopped moving, scared of waking him. His profile was finely outlined against the light outside the window, his forehead was smooth and his mouth soft. Without the quick repartees, his laughter and the crazy hair, he seemed gentle, almost harmless.

			His gaze, which always fixed her in the present, was closed. The warmth of his body and the rising and lowering of his chest with each breath almost persuaded her to go back to sleep.

			Time stopped at night for Ylva, it was almost like falling, a sinking through black clouds and finding herself trapped in a void. She tended to focus on the one thing that lifted her back up: the feeling of sitting alone in the cockpit, hurtling down the runway as she engaged the afterburner and was airborne in a roar. High in the sky no-­one could touch her.

			Ylva sat up in bed and peered into the room, looking for her knickers which had ended up somewhere among their clothes on the floor.

			“Don’t you ever sleep?” His voice was smiling even when he was drowsy.
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